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“Both Hegel and Marx believed that the evolution of human societies was not open-ended, but 
would end when mankind had achieved a form of society that satisfied its deepest and most 
fundamental longings. Both thinkers thus posited an ‘end of history’” - Francis Fukuyama 


“Addictions started out like magical pets, pocket monsters. They did extraordinary tricks, 
showed you things you hadn't seen, were fun. But, came, through some gradual dire alchemy, to 
make decisions for you. Eventually, they were making your most crucial life-decisions. And they 
were less intelligent than goldfish.” - William Gibson 


“We existed elsewhere. Bedroom communities existing explicitly for that thin space between 
work and sleep. Eventually as it all collapsed in on itself, these spaces that themselves once felt 
cramped, and hinging on artifice, revealed themselves to be time machines, swallowing all of us 
into their gaping maws. a new reality unfolding like the sprouting leaves of a prayer plant 
struggling for the sunlight that peeked through dirty window panes” - u/ba.ph 


For T. 


... wearing an untucked shirt and leaning against a pole, the music was being played to excise 
the uptown restaurant district of the homeless, and the hopeless who stuck around in hopes of 
making money or another kind of deal. It struck up some sort of melancholic memory within the 
man who was against the pole sucking on the end of his death stick. The windows of the old 
convenience store were boarded up even though Old Mr. Yun still worked the register, bits of 
broken glass still hanging out around the bottom of the building. More things were coming in by 
smart delivery or drone these days, and stores like Yun’s were mainly targets for quick and easy 
robberies. Nightlife had become something of a relic too in the past few years, more and more 
people deciding or needing to stay at home. Alcohol had always been too expensive, but with 
farmland drying up or being drowned, wheat itself was mainly reserved for breads, tortillas or 
nutrition bars. Booze was a distant concern for most, though it still had its acolytes. Those who 
could afford it either lived in towers of fortified glass or in the gutters that lay at the feet of those 
artificial obelisks. 


There were fewer people on the streets these days, like the man untucking his shirt outside the 
pub and taking a hit of his vape. You were, either very rich, very stupid or less than above the 
table. This guy; James Hodgson, 46, Calgary Police Services Detective was not any of these 
things, except maybe the latter. He’d simply just never given up the bottle and it had been 
tearing a pretty big hole in his digital wallet. 


Down the street there were a couple of older guys in suits fiddling around with a keycard and 
some sort of substance. Cocaine and Crack had been a problem in Western Canada for a long 
time, especially in Calgary, though with how widespread it was especially after the recession., 
no one really enforced the buying, selling or use of it. The Corps didn’t care either, it even 
encouraged the use of stims by its executives and middle managers. It kept them working, even 
under the effects of stress and lack of sleep. The entire territory of Alberta was sort of a 
microcosmic example of the ravages of unrestrained corporate capitalism. The boom and bust 
cycle would regularly leave blue and white collar workers with empty baskets. For the already 
nearly-destitute this would force them onto the streets. For the middle class software engineers; 
financiers and middle managers, the decline was less immediate. You’d move on, find a job that 
paid less and “get by”. Gradually, your favorite snacks would disappear from your cupboard, 


then your gym membership, your credit card would get declined at the movies one night, then 
your mortgage payments started slipping. Finally, you’d find yourself out here on an otherwise 
irrelevant April night, shivering in the cold holding a scratched up lighter to an even more 
suspect spoon so your dealer can take the 60 bucks you get once a week from social 
assistance and give you three hours of relief. That or you’d end up in Quarantine, which was a 
fate James personally knew little about, and wasn’t excited to even imagine. 


Elsewhere, in the decaying husks of apartment buildings last refurbished in 1994, people sat in 
their rooms, either in pairs or trios, each absorbed in their phone, TV, or if they were lucky 
enough, their virtual reality headsets. Despite our early impression and awe with the headsets, 
they hadn’t really “radicalized” the world in the way we thought they would. Everything was 
subscription based, filled to the brim with microtransactions, preying on our psychological desire 
for dopamine hits. 


James himself had once been an avid VR player in the early days. Its effect, in those days at 
least, was something near to magic. An endless tapestry of novelty, emerging right before your 
eyes. It was in his first encounters with VR that he began to understand why people at the turn 
of the 20th century had ducked out of the way of the trains racing toward the audience in the old 
picture palaces of the era. It’s a sort of alien fascination with a rendered familiarity. The 
exultation of a supreme sort of truth regarding our everyday perceptions. It was, ultimately, he 
thought, the indescribable notion of “being there”, like that Peter Sellers movie, but extrapolated 
to its utmost. Instead of just “being there”, you could act there. It was this synthesis of being and 
acting not only in VR, but also in real life, that caused him to turn to the bottle, that turned those 
old guys to snorting that shit in trash littered alleyways. It’s why we all seemingly turned inward, 
the buildings we live in themselves dilapidated, worn and neglected, somehow reflected our own 
inner turmoil better than any piece of mass manufactured art could. The human experience 
might be that unwinnable war between being and acting, and how this binary polarization plays 
with us, almost like we’re pawns in a chess game being played by a much larger 
superorganism. The dudes in the corner snorting their shit spit loogies into the gutter, itself 
already full of dirty water slowly trickling toward a sewer grate. 


In this city, built by and subjected to the enforcement of unreality by colonial chauvinists, 
capitalists with uniform bespoke suits (who came from “good families” and ultimately by those 
ignorant of history and the rebellion of mankind against nature itself that truth would flow like a 
wound, through the great rivers of the great plains and into the centres of hell itself, breaching 
the walls of the Empire’s core. The Cities of Imagination, no longer able to contain the mass of 
humanity outside their walls, would begin their final requiem in this cold, small windswept city in 
the foothills. 


As the clock struck 2:02 A.M, a loud explosion rocked downtown Calgary. Looking to his left, 
James was quick enough to witness the fireball radiating out of City Hall. A small mushroom 
cloud was quickly forming, as the smoke hid any view of the collapsing facade of the building. 
Was this a nuke? Don’t all bombs make these clouds if they're big enough?. James had 


received some minor ballistics training when he was promoted, but nothing about dirty bombs. 
His phone started vibrating, it was his boss, the Investigations Team Director. 


“Dan, | just saw that shit, I’m right across the street from city hall.” James said, answering his 
phone. 


“Get on scene. We’re dispatching a SWAT and Bomb team, Jacobs will meet up with you there.” 


James, ran as fast as his shitfaced self would let him, gradually gaining sobriety from the natural 
chemical bombardment of adrenaline and other stress-relief chemicals from his brain. He stood 
for a second on the sidewalk, surveying the giant, swirling and probably toxic cloud of thick grey 
smoke standing between him and City Hall. He debated whether or not to enter the building 
without sufficient protection. There could be people trapped inside. These days, the city was 
almost always in the midst of a 24/7 crisis and a special Tactical Emergency division of City Hall 
had been inaugurated last year, featuring a skeleton crew of executive staff and the addition of a 
Night Mayor, who maintained policy and administrative oversight of Calgary from 10 P.M. - 5 
A.M. every day. 


James’ phone beeped, a text from Sean popped up in the notification bar. 

Are you still working? There’s some crazy shit happening down at City Hall. Hope you're safe. 
- 2:04 A.M. 

Am safe. 
- 2:04 A.M. 


Seen 


There were a few people scattered out on the sidewalk now, next to James, taking pictures of 
the fire on their phones or their MR glasses.’ News streamers started broadcasting live 
podcasts or to their respective Twitch streams. These were all mainly locals, freelance 
journalists, early 30s and late 20s who had grown up with the medium. James struggled to 
remember a time that “breaking news” was still delayed by the time it took for internet rumblings 
and whispers to be seen, verified and elevated by the big broadcasters. CNN, the CBC, Global. 
All gone. Well, the CBC still ran streams on Youtube, which mainly catered to the older 
demographic. Fox had the most success. Murdoch sent every Fox News subscriber a Fox 
branded tablet back in 2025 that came preinstalled with its streaming apps. Others still existed 
albeit in smaller forms. Most people got their news through social media these days anyhow. 


‘MR, (colloquially; mister) or Mixed Reality, is a hybridized form of augmented reality and virtual reality. 
First rising to prominence in the mid 2020s, MR was a lower-cost alternative to the more expensive full 
immersion Virtual Reality rigs. Due to the successive recessions in 2019-2024 and again from 2027-2029, 
most people still clung to newer versions of smartphones, but MR was becoming more and more 
commonplace. Most MR headsets came with a hands free operating system that could be controlled 
pseudo-telepathically through what’s called “braingear”. Essentially lightweight electronic 
electroencephalographic (EEG) scanners built into a headband and connected to a pair of curved 
glasses with a pair of 180 degree 4K (or 8K) screens built into the lenses and outfitted with front facing 
cameras that would provide the user with a live view of the world around them. 


The worrying fusion of entertainment and information getting worse by the second. The mass 
adoption of this lack of fact checking in service to attracting eyes led to a weird normaliziation of 
shock content and the mainstreaming of Troll culture. /’m getting fucking old. James thought as 
the din around him grew louder. dozens of streamers thanking their audiences for their 
donations and bits as the smoke began to waft toward the crowd and enveloped them until 
James and the others were forced to retreat back into the safety of the City Park across the 
street. 


The first responders’ sirens echoed among the skyscrapers in the downtown core, lights sprung 
up and twinkled like anxious stars as people opened their apartment and condo windows to look 
down on the scene below. The mushroom cloud had taken full form now, rising about 50 meters 
into the night sky, a military V-22 ascended above the horizon and hovered intently over the 
disaster, its searchlights focusing on the burning building’s core. The thick smoke seemed to just 
reflect the light onto James and the still slowly growing crowd in the park. A team of firefighters, 
paramedics and a SWAT Squad were now holding across the street. A short latinx individual 
stood outside a now-parked and unassuming black Rinspeed ExchangE sedan. They seemed 
to notice James in the crowd and began to walk over, lighting an old-style rolled cigarette with a 
vintage Zippo. 


“Hodgson, what a fucking shitshow.” they held out a cigarette. James obliged and took it to their 
lips, bending down slightly to catch a sliver of fire from the lighter, lit now in front of him despite 
being an avowed vaper. He still craved the real shit, especially if the shit was getting real. 


“Charlie, do we know if there are any people inside?” 


“We don’t have any confirmation, but we think that the whole thing is a mass casualty event. We 
can’t even get into the building, the Fire Department is just setting up their equipment now, and 
the lieutenant | just talked to said that he thinks it’s going to be over an hour before they can get 
the flames down low enough to even attempt a search and rescue.” 


James looked back at the paramedics and firefighters setting up their gear and unloading their 
trucks. There were a few people in hazmat suits. Hopefully it’s just a precaution, he thought. The 
last few years after the attack in New York City by a member of the American Identity white 
supremacist terror organization had increased public knowledge and fear of nuclear attack. 
Many people, James included, were wary of the ability for terrorist organizations in the 
developed world to gain easy access to depleted uranium munitions or even stable fissile 
material. 


In the hours that passed, James and Charlie stood watching the smoke slowly clear and the fire 
dwindle in size as the firefighters worked diligently to snuff out the blaze. He had never really 
stopped and observed, or more accurately gawked at the actual process of fighting fire. He had 


seen blazes in passing and on the news, but it suddenly hit him that he, and he assumed almost 
anyone who isn’t a firefighter or first responder, had thought that firefighting was more like 
combat, or a boxing match. / mean, they have the word “fighter” in their title, right? But this, this 
was more like a game of chess. The firefighters were trying to pre-empt the natural flow of or 
sequence of the fire. Using their firsthand knowledge of how fire works, almost like a 
non-deviating machine of nature, they could predict where they needed to go before the fire 
actually headed there. Of course, they still sprayed water on the flames, but it was more their 
ability to recognize the movement of the fire and prevent it from spreading that was the 
impressive part. It was almost like an art. 


“Hodgson?”, a baritone voice rang out from behind James. 

“Dan.” 

“Charlie.”, the man with the baritone voice nodded toward them. 

“We’re on complete lockdown. The MPs have decided to quarantine the city.” 

“Was this a nuke?” Charlie gasped. 

“No, we’ve been cleared on that front. They did some real-time analysis on the air wafting from 
the disaster site and it looks like it was a very large conventional, they found traces of industrial 


ammonium nitrate in the air“ 


“Oklahoma City?” James asked 
“It looks like it.” 


“Jesus Christ, do we have any info on survivors, victims, motive, perp?” 


Dan sighed and took a silver cigarette case from his breast pocket, popped it open and pulled 
out a joint, lita match, took a quick puff and offered it to Charlie, who shook their head, then to 
James who took the joint. 


“Not yet, but luckily, because of the type of the air quality analysis, we’ve run a dataset through 
with our Watson node and they were able to narrow down a list of ten potential suspects who 
meet the psychological models for potential political violence, narcissism, antisocial tendencies 
and have purchased a large quantity of industrial fertilizers within the past five years.” 


“You just need a person to follow up?” said James, handing the joint back. 


“Exactly, you and Rojas are going to be pounding the pavement tomorrow, but Jesus Christ, get 
some sleep, James. We're all in tough times, but we need you at your best.” 


He gently patted James on the shoulder, waved to Charlie and walked back to his car, quickly 
stubbing out the joint on the side of a garbage can before stepping into the sedan. 


Behind them, the firefighters and paramedics had begun removing the remains of victims. There 
were already a dozen dark blue bags lined up outside the entrance, their flaps blowing lazily in 
the wind as embers flicked, floated and burned out around them. 


The alarm on his Huawei began to ring as it did every morning: Loud as fuck. James slid his 
hand and arm under the covers and reached out for his phone on the bedside table. After 
swiping his alarm off, he looked through his social media notifications, personal emails and 
finally his work emails. He always wondered when and where this ritual developed. It was 
almost an unconscious behaviour, like a tick. His inbox was full of department wide 
notifications, loop-ins and CCed transcripts. James looked over to Chris’ usual side of the bed, 
where he was still sleeping. Chris had the day off today, and they had just fallen asleep around 
5:30, watching the news together on their tablet in the hour or so James had been home. 


Starting the Keurig machine, James clicked on the attachment icon of the Urgent email he had 
just opened up and scanned through in bed. The email was from Dan, who hadn't seemed to 
have gotten any shut eye last night. The subject header read, plainly and to the point: 


“Possible Perps” 


The attachment was a .PDF containing an 80 page document. seemingly a manifesto. James 
grew anxious. Manifestos, such as they were, weren't anything new. Attacks had been carried 
out and tied to manifestos going back centuries. As long as there was some sort of civilizational 
ability to massively proliferate an idea or an ideology, manifestos have persisted, despite our 
tendency to suppress them. When people, especially creatives, get frustrated, they stop telling 
stories and start issuing proclamations. There are the seemingly psychopathic ones people are 
familiar with, Hitler’s Mein Kampf, the Unabomber’s Industrial Society and its Future, McVeigh’s 
Oklahoma City Manifesto, Eliot Rodger’s My Twisted World, etc. Then, there are also those that 
are considered more intellectual, more explicable and clear like Marx and Engel’s Communist 
Manifesto, The Anarchist’s Manifesto, even the famous 1947 Foot, Crossman and Mikardo 
Pamphlet Keep Left are seen as a more benign form of a manifesto. What is forgotten however 
is that the very difference between the public perception of these manifestos is that, in North 
American Society at least, is that the latter three remain in the abstract for the majority of the 
American and Canadian public and the former three have been directly experienced by those 
living in these countries today. Abstraction has an ability to inoculate a person’s brain from 
threat perception. James surmised that the ignorance wasn’t just a natural facet of experience 


for most people, but actually a calculated move by governments to consolidate power. By 
levelling the relational plane between the various types of manifesto, having the effect to go so 
far as to make the manifesto seem like a forbidden word when spoken aloud, governments have 
been able to make the public opinion such that an ideological explanation in the form of a 
manifesto be immediately regarded as suspicious. 


This is why you rarely find anyone but the unstable and thoroughly radicalized writing 
manifestos, and why, at least recently, you have found manifestos themselves more commonly 
written by those on the right. The human desire to explain comes only when emboldened by the 
mainstream or majority of the public (represented in smaller cases as those by the majority in 
one’s social circle). Only radicals and clowns write manifestos, and history decides whether you 
become a hero or remain a clown. We're all Pagliaccis in waiting. 


The document was entitled “THE SECOND GREAT AWAKENING’ and authored by someone or 
a group going by “The Bakers”. The content of the document reflected talking points from the 
decades-long conspiracy theory following/group QAnon. Originating in the Trump era, QAnon 
began as a series of cryptic posts on the moderately obscure image forum 8chan. 8chan itself 
was an offshoot of the more infamous 4chan, and both were known for their nearly unrestricted 
posting regulations. The sister sites often dealt in the trading of illicit material, and more than 
often hosted photos and videos of snuff and underaged victims. Unsurprisingly their 
lackadaisical commitment to user privacy, protection and regular moral decency earned 4chan, 
at first, an infamy and proliferation among young outcasts, and in efforts to enlist these kids, the 
site also brought reactionary, racist and white supremacist ideologues eager to proselytize the 
users of 4chan, 8chan and other sites like them. Eventually as its popularity grew, 4chan was 
forced to either comply with federal regulations and law enforcement oversight or face seizure 
and termination, which then-owner/operator Christopher Poole agreed to. In the ensuing 
crackdown on the less scrupulous parts of 4chan, many of the reactionary users fled to 8chan 
where, despite beginning its life on 4chan, the QAnon persona and eventual movement found a 
new home. 


From there, QAnon grew in its influence, beginning as a benign forum conspiracy to having 
followers of its message appear at Donald Trump’s rallies and even in the White House itself. 
The message of QAnon in those days (early 2017-2021) was simple; “There is an elite cabal of 
corrupt politicians at the top. Donald Trump will stop them with the help of those in his circle”, 
and various extrapolations and iterations of that same message for roughly 4 years. In 
mid-2021, the messaging began to change. The person(s) masquerading as QAnon became 
more outright in their calls for violent action, and began pushing more upfront commentary 
echoing the Christian White Nationalist rhetoric of those like David Duke, Richard Spencer, and 
increasingly, at that time, Trump himself. 


Eventually, Q and its inspirants began preparing for an armed conflict which materialized itself in 
the March 10th, 2023 Occupation of 220 42nd St. in New York City where 30 armed militia 
members from rural Pennsylvania stormed and occupied the offices of an online Private Jet 


booking agency called Wheels Up, thought by QAnon followers to be connected to the larger 
QAnon conspiracy. All 30 QAnon followers were arrested and indicted on domestic terrorism 
charges. The trial was heavily publicized at the time, and led to the near dissolution of the 
QAnon conspiracy group, save for a dedicated core of true believers. The posts from Q 
continued, however, despite an FBI investigation into the identity of the poster, who remained 
anonymous to this day. 


The document itself was written in coded language and obscure references to what was called 
“chan culture” Loaded with irreverent memes and dog whistles to true QAnon believers, which 
were used to obfuscate the true meaning of the tract to casual readers as well as media 
analysts with only a passing familiarity with QAnon and the related subcultures. James, as a 
teenager, had been a casual user of 4chan and was familiar with the ways its more reactionary 
users were able to hijack the talking points and narrative toward conspiracy and outright 
fascistic viewpoints. The manifesto he was now skimming seemed to be par for the course. His 
phone beeped again. Another message from Dan. 


SUBJECT: SUSPECTS 


In the body of the email, there were lists of names, addresses and other pertinent suspect 
information, including age, occupation, educational level and marital status of each of the 
suspects, including social media connections that may attach them to any sort of right-wing or 
white identitarian movement. The first name on the list was Roy McCrae, an individual known to 
the Calgary Police Services and to the RCMP. James had encountered him over two years ago 
after Corman was reported to have been distributing pamphlets containing white supremacist 
propaganda outside LRT stations in the downtown core. In the wake of the security concerns 
following the social situation in the United States, the city and the federal government had 
concerned itself with stopping the spread of reactionary right wing ideology. However, McCrae, 
due to his favorouble standing with some apologists within the judicial system, was able to 
appeal the federal hate crime charges and successfully won a dismissal of the charges against 
him. James called up Charlie, waiting a little while before they picked up. 


“It's James.” 

“Did you get the email Dan sent?” Charlie asked 
“Yeah, it looks like we’ve got a few leads.” 

“Are you thinking what I’m thinking?” 

“McCrae?” 


“Yeah dude, McCrae’s sticking out like a sore thumb. Do we have confirmation on the fertilizer?” 


James quickly glanced back at the email. It looked like McCrae had indeed picked up roughly 20 
kg of ammonium nitrate fertilizer through a Fertilizer Canada Approved vendor three weeks ago. 
His Class 1 Farming License had been scanned and copied at the Bow Bend Equipment Co-Op 
just outside of Bragg Creek, just half an hour outside of the Calgary city limits. After the 
Oklahoma City attack in ‘92, the Canadian government took measures to implement a more 
restrained and cautious approval method for the fertilizer, involving auditing and proper licensing 
of an individual or retail groups purchasing the substance.The fertilizer having being surpassed 
by less expensive variants had not impacted its popularity, particularly among larger factory farm 
producers and large conglomerates. It still seemed to be one of the de facto fertilizers on the 
market, especially for large fields. 


“Yep, we've got confirmation. He picked up 20 kilos at a supply store in Bragg Creek. I'll swing 
by and pick you up. Be about 15-ish” James, said 


“Alright, sounds good”. 


James ended the call and took a long swig of coffee from his mug. He’d investigated cases on 
just a few hours of sleep before, but nothing this demanding or important and not while dealing 
with a hangover. Before leaving, he popped a few Aspirin pills from the bottle in the kitchen 
cupboard, grabbed his badge from the living room side table’s oak key bowl and took his gun 
out of the locked safety case under the kitchen sink. As he pulled on his coat, soot scattered 
and floated down to the ground, remnants from the fire last night. As he flicked off the light in the 
kitchen and opened the door to leave, he stopped for a second and looked around at his condo, 
it was the same as it had always been, but somehow the context of the safety it afforded had 
changed. The world outside felt darker, less inviting than the small nest that was the condo. He 
shut the door quietly, hoping he wouldn't wake Sean, and took the elevator down to the parkade, 
got into his old VW ID and drove out of the underground parking structure toward Charlie’s 
house. 


James’ VW sedan sped along Alberta Highway 8 on its way to Bragg Creek. Charlie, sipping on 
a Starbucks latte and James, drinking a black Tim Horton’s coffee were listening to CBC’s 
national coverage of the City Hall attack. The newscasters had been calling the bombing one of 
the largest attacks of its kind in Canadian history, if not the biggest. The confirmed death toll 
was around 39 people, including the Night Mayor, Clarissa Hopkins, and the city’s Chief 
Executive in charge of Infrastructure and Transport, Richard Levin. It didn’t help his mood that 
over the years coffee kept declining in quality and became way too expensive. It was up to 
sixteen or seventeen bucks for a regular sized coffee, way out of the price range for most folks, 
even counting for inflation. To make matters worse, there was a shitty synthetic caffeine that 
used to be called “added caffeine” and now went under brand names like “Super Jolt” or “Extra 
Energy Coffee” that while being less expensive also led to higher rates of esophageal cancer 
and neurological issues. Even Red Bull and Monster had switched over to the synth shit, unless 


you wanted to pay a higher price for their “classic” versions that still used real caffeine. God help 
you if you wanted a high quality roast, James remembered seeing a half pound bag of Kona 
Coffee going for six or seven hundred bucks on Amazon the other night. 


As the car drove along the highway, James could see off in the distance, toward the turnoff into 
Bragg Creek, that there was some sort of police barricade beginning to form across the road. As 
he slowed the car down, an RCMP officer motioned for him to pull over. James rolled the 
window down as the officer walked over to the sedan. 


“Sorry folks, we're closing this area down.” he said. 
“We're detectives with CPS, out here to investigate connections to last night’s event” 


James carefully felt for his badge in his right side cup holder, and held it up to the officer., who 
carefully considered it fora moment and then spoke: 


“Right, well, | still can’t let you in. This is federal jurisdiction, I’m sorry pal” 


“Wait, why is the RCMP blocking this area? CPS hasn’t had any trouble investigating this far out 
in the past, in fact, we’ve been approved by our department head and the higher ups to head 
out for this investigation” Charlie protested. 


“I’m sorry guys, the orders are direct from the governor.. We’re supposed to lockdown the area 
around the refugee community.” 


“You're not telling me the feds think the attack is related to the refugees? We have intel pointing 
the finger at lots of people, but none of them are refugees.” James pled. 


“Look, I’ve said too much already. I’m only letting you know as a courtesy.” 


The RCMP officer walked back to their cruiser while others around her began to finish blocking 
the road. 


“Shit” Charlie said, taking out their packet of rolling tobacco and cigarette filters. The officer 
waved them off, and James pulled the car into a u-turn and sped back toward Okotoks, an old 
fashioned bedroom community just outside of Calgary. Passing oil well after oil well, each 
compound surrounded by barbed wire and security cameras, the sedan drove toward the 
sunrise and into the almost fairy-tale land of white-picket fences and cul-de-sacs that still 
permeated the cultural memory of the Western Canadian plains, almost in spite of the growing 
unrest and decay around it. A dream from a century before, etched into the skin of the present 
day like a regretted tattoo that once symbolized everything you believed in, before you woke up 
one day in an unfamiliar room, wondering how you ended up there in the first place. 


La Bamba was playing on the Tim Hortons’ PA as James and Charlie gulped down a couple of 
apple fritters and Boston Cream donuts. They were both on their third cup of coffee, and James 
was frantically texting Dan for follow-up on the lead. A few older folks were scattered around the 
restaurant, all connected to their NeuraLinks. 


With the influx of refugees and immigrants from down south, the older boomers and some of 
the more well off Gen Xers left the increasingly crowded and constrained spaces of downtown 
Metropolitan areas and fled back into the suburban gated communities of their birth. It was 
almost like a trend reversal, and most people these days, especially the oft-slighted millenials 
like James have realized that history is simply a conglomeration of manifestations of rhythm and 
patterns in mass society. Each action has its own reaction and the reaction subsequently having 
its own reaction. “Avoid any perceived conflict at all cost’, seemed to be the motto of the day. 
People were scared and were nearly over the trauma of the changing tides and ebbs and flow of 
history. It felt sometimes like a century had passed in the last thirty years. Almost as if people 
became both highly aware of the relationship between action and reaction and upon this 
understanding attempt to suspend the cycle itself. The invention of these new technologies like 
NeuraLink didn’t help unite people anymore than social media did in the heady days of the Arab 
Spring. We just wanted to feel safe, insulated. There’s no safer place than inside your own 
head. Though, James knew, there are few places more dangerous than your own mind either. 


The actual NeuraLink device was basically a 5G enabled microprocessor, embedded in the grey 
matter of an individuals’ temporal lobe and connected to neurons in the hippocampus, 
essentially enhancing the temporal lobe’s processing functions (or hijacking the temporal lobe, 
depending on how you interpret the implementation of the NeuraLink chip itself) . It would allow 
those with the implanted device to connect to a variety of devices, including smartphones, 
quantum-based gaming rigs and quantum supercomputers used in laboratories and research 
institutions. NeuralLink devices were initially developed as a communication tool for those 
suffering from paralysis, allowing them to use thoughts and intentions generated in the 
hippocampus to control the functions of regular desktop computers in the late ‘10s and early 
20s. The NL user interface gradually spread to smartphones, video game consoles, drones and 
integrated prosthetics in the mid 20s through to wholly unique operating systems and devices 
specifically created for the NeuraLink in the late 20s. 


The most popular was NeuraLink’s own device, which was a hybrid between a traditional 
smartphone and an Augmented/Virtual reality device. The newer NeuraLink systems would 
allow the user to select, using their thoughts, which mode they would like to engage in. There 
were three main options available on the NeuralLink Operating Platform (NLOP). The first, 
traditional (known to NL aficionados as TRAD) was similar to the regular old school set up of a 
mobile phone, with the operating system displaying on the half an inch thick device, with an 8 
inch full touch 8K LED screen. The second option, Augmented Reality (AR), was similar to the 


early endeavours of Augmented Reality technology, like Google Glass or the early Magic Leap 
headsets’, with the integration of holographic images overlaid upon the image of the real world. 
In the early days, like with Google Glass, headests, goggles or glasses were required for this 
setup to work, and in fact, were still the most popular way to interact with the augmented 
reality-centered “Web 4.0”. Virtual reality, though bubbling and simmering at the bottom of the 
new-tech paradigm was just beginning to find mainstream support and adoption. The high 
fidelity and ultra-realistic experiences of VR were still out of reach for a majority of the 
population, but in more affluent communities, you could see people totally immersed in Virtual 
Reality in public. It was for this reason that among well off consumers, that NeuraLink was 
surging in popularity, in August 2034 its IPO on Wall St. had been 65 NAFD, one of the best 
initial offerings of any tech company in the last 50 years. It was a combination of addiction and 
innovation that hadn’t been seen since Apple’s 2007 reveal of the original iPhone. 


Restaurants in suburbs across the continent had already adjusted to a near permanent silence 
in the iPhone era, but most were not prepared for the influx of GenXers who would show up to 
“drop in, turn out and tune in” to the vast hypnotization of the hyper real. Around James and 
Charlie, there were around four older men in band shirts and denim jackets clustered around 
tables that hadn’t been updated since the late 00s, laid back in their chairs, eyes closed. A tiny 
blue light softly glinted and pulsed under the upper right side of their foreheads . If you were a 
time traveler from the time the old Tim’s restaurant had been built, you might feel like you had 
just stumbled into a Creighton story, or a Donald Sutherland movie. Only, it was our own minds 
that snatched our bodies. Wasn't this always the case? 


James took another swig of coffee, as his phone pinged with a message from Dan. 


Got documents. Travel approved. 
-April 8th, 2019 8:28 A.M. 


The email notification bar popped up on his home screen, there was an email from Dan with 
federal permits issued in James and Charlie’s names. The government was implementing 
exclusion and quarantine zones two kilometers away from any resettlement institution or 
detainment centre under the pretense of national and territorial security and these permits would 
allow James and Charlie to enter these demarcated areas. 


9:25 A.M. 
The road into Bragg Creek was littered with the corpses of old and rusted gas cars and the once 


popular SUVs from the era of cheap oil, an era which had gone out with a bang in massive 
naval and air battles in the Strait of Hormuz in 2022. Traditional battery powered vehicles were 


? Magic Leap itself would later be purchased and integrated into NeuraLink. 


the mainstay, but solar and even nuclear prototypes existed. The few gas stations still in 
operation had been retrofitted into battery charging stations, but with solar panels that were 
directly integrated into the outer body of the car, these too, were slowly disappearing from the 
roads of the world. 


Bragg Creek itself didn’t have much. Most of its aging population had abandoned the town, 
moving into retirement communities in Calgary or were recent evacuees from the Bow River 
floods that seemed to get worse with every passing year. The old ice cream and candy shop 
that James had visited with his family as a kid had recently closed up shop, and the old glass 
doors had been boarded up to prevent looters or curious teenagers/livestreamers from 
attempting some urban exploration of the building which had grown from a niche hobby on 
Youtube into a full blown global phenomenon with the advent of augmented reality glasses and 
unlimited data streaming internet plans. 


The car pulled into an old parking lot off Bragg Creek’s main drag and stopped in front of a 
dilapidated complex of low-density housing buildings. A few older folks sat outside on the 
balconies of their apartment units, some in folding deck chairs and others on lopsided and aging 
lounge furniture, maybe from restaurants or bars that had gone under. Cigarettes sat in the trays 
next to them, smoke still rising out of them, twirling in the wind. A few had bongs or other 
paraphernalia strewn about around them. An older man in a grey tank top walked out of the 
main lobby of the building and raised his hand in a soft greeting. 


“What can | help ya with?” 
“Calgary Police, we’re detectives with the homocide and anti-terrorism unit” 


“The town is under quarantine, not to mention this is a federally policed area, mind telling me 
what you’re up here in our neck of the woods?” he asked, dryly. 


James took his phone out of his coat’s breast pocket and opened up the .PDF containing copies 
of his permission papers and multi-department inquiry authorization letter. The man took the 
phone from James and took a more detailed look at the information, pinching in and out on the 
phone's screen like someone in an old 1950s noir movie would dramatically handle a 
magnifying glass or adjust their spectacles. 


“Well, I'm no analyst, so | can’t say for sure that these aren't forged, but I'll believe ya, you do 
have a badge after all.”, he said, glancing at James’ badge which was clasped tightly to his right 


side belt loop. 


“We’re looking for a Roy McCrea. He was supposed to be currently living here at this complex” 


“That's right, I’ve been renting him a unit in one of the buildings here,” said the man. “I’m the 
owner - the co-owner of these buildings. Robert Keating, you can call me Rob.” he added 
quickly. 


“Do you know much about him?” asked James. 


“Yeah, a little bit, he’d play poker with me and some of the boys on Friday nights in the rec room 
spot in the main building. | tried turning it into a community centre kind of deal since all the spots 
in town’ve closed up a few months and years ago.” 


“Did anything stand out to you about Roy? Like, any weird behaviour recently, or a new interest, 
obsession? Either something that he’s had on his mind’s backburner for a long time, or even 
something new that’s come up recently? Charlie chimed in. 


“Not really, Roy was a nice guy, didn’t strike me as one of those loner Unabomber types, if that’s 
what you’re asking. He’d always say hello, make chit chat and socialize with folks in the 
complex. Hell, just a few weeks ago he invited me and my wife over for some chicken dinner.” 
said Rob, he tossed his hair back quickly, thinking. “He did have an obsession with UFOs and 
creatures he called cryptids.” 


“Like Bigfoot, chupacabras?” asked James. 


“Yeah that sort of thing, but he wasn’t one of those internet conspiracy nuts. He just had some 
unorthodox beliefs. Claimed he saw a UFO once when he was in university.” 


“Do you know if he’s at home now, can we talk to him?” asked Charlie 
“No, he’s not in. He took off on a roadtrip to Kelowna about a week ago, said he was heading up 
there to stay with some family for about a month.” 


“Would we be able to take a look around his place?” James asked. “We won't take anything 
unless we need to, just to observe mainly”. 


“You folks would need a warrant. | mean, I’m not trying to be an ass, but | take my sovereign 
citizen rights seriously.” 


Not surprising, James thought. Rural folks are generally a little more read up on their 
constitutional rights. Or they seemed to be at least half the time, these “sovereign citizen” guys 
were at the very least misinformed and at their worst could be downright dangerous. James 
flicked open the documentation the department had on McCrea, detailing his ties to local 
reactionaries, that Dan had sent over earlier with the rest of the bundle of documents and 
handed his phone back over to Rob. 


“Well | sure as shit can’t say no to that, I'll have to cooperate with ya, but I’m sending an inquiry 
over to the police as soon as we’re wrapped up here. We could all get in a pinch of trouble for 
this.” said Rob, who grunted begrudgingly and handed the phone back to James before he 
motioned for Charlie and James to follow him up the grungy outdoor stairwell and up to Roy 
McCrea’s apartment. Rob opened the door into the apartment’s vestibule. Inside, the unit 
appeared clean and well cared for. There was a thin layer of dust on the kitchenette’s 
countertops, on the TV, the blinds and the pleather couches. 


“Doesn't look like he’s been here for a few days, just like | said” Rob said, breaking the stilted 
silence. 


In the bedroom, in another dusty corner by the bed, James found a medium sized corkboard, 
with scraps of paper stapled and pinned to it. The notes pinned to the board were written hastily 
in the scrawl of someone who was clearly undergoing a mental trauma or an episode of 
emotional distress. It almost looked like that Charlie Day meme, the still image where he’s 
frantically talking to someone, his hair disheveled, pointing at the bulletin board behind him filled 
with notes attached to different coloured string. From what James could tell, the scrawled notes 
were different arrangements of dates, addresses and times. 


“Charlie, look at this” James said, calling them over. 


Charlie and Rob both made their way into McCrae’s bedroom and stood in stunned silence at 
the sight of the bulletin board. Charlie moved closer and began to inspect each scrap of paper, 
capturing each note on their smartphone. James continued to look around the apartment, 
knocking walls and the ceiling to see if there were any false walls or hollowed out hiding spot, 
even crawling under the bed frame to see if a piece of the aging wooden floorboard was loose 
or giving way. After looking for disguised nooks or passages with little luck, James made his way 
over to McCrea’s living room bookshelf. Space was at a premium these days, especially in an 
apartment like this, and most people were either using their phones or their glasses/headsets 
for most of their reading, Having a bookshelf usually signified that you were either older or were 
of the hipster variety, someone taken to envisioning themselves as a sort of “renaissance” 
ideologue or lover/collector of historic esoterica. In fact, James couldn’t remember the last time 
he had read an actual, physical, book. Five, maybe six years, at least. He did have a library of 
oddities but, like most people, he was used to reading books on his phone, especially now that 
they were bendable and compact enough to fold out into newspaper sized screens and then 
back again to smaller, more pocketable form factors. 


There were a few titles on the shelf that James recognized, many popular pieces by 
contemporary and a few ancient philosophers. Roy seemed to be a poet too, or at least a poetry 
fan. There were volumes and copies of Foucault’s Madness & Civilization, Taleb’s Black Swan, 
The Wasteland, compilations of works by Aurelius, Epictetus and on top of the horizontal line of 
books laid a very well worn copy of Plato’s Republic. The shelf itself seemed to be much less 
used than the rest of the condo, with a few more layers than the rest of the surfaces and items 


in the apartment. A skinny piece of scrap paper stuck out of McCrae’s copy of America by Jean 
Baudrillard. It looked like he had been using the piece of paper as a bookmark, there wasn’t 
anything written on it, but a passage had been circled and underlined in the book. 


“The skateboarder with his Walkman, the intellectual working on his word-processor, the Bronx 
breakdancer whirling frantically in the Roxy, the jogger and the bodybuilder: everywhere you find 
the same blank solitude, the same narcissistic refraction.” 


Written under the circled passage in big, bolded Sharpie or some other was “TH 5:21” and, 
along with a smiley face, “WWWG1WGA’ was signed under this. “WWG1WGA’, James knew, 
was an old slogan, generally used by followers of QAnon and its adjacent factions. Short for 
“Where We Go One, We Go All’, meant as a sort of winking acknowledgement of fraternity or 
comradeship. Like the dusty books in McCrae’s bookshelf, James couldn’t remember the last 
time he had seen the slogan used unironically. There were still a few “QHeads’” out there, no 
doubt, but they weren’t generally as vocal or open about their affinities in public anymore. “TH 
5:21”, looked like a Bible verse, and even though James had grown up Catholic, he only really 
remembered Bible verses as quoted in movies, video games or the occasional Baseball game. 
He was more aware of the symbolism of Austin 3:16 than he was of Matthew 11:28. James 
scanned the bookshelf to see if McCrae had owned a copy of the bible, and came up short. 
Turning to his phone, he Googled “TH 5:21” and was met with a suggestion for the Book of 
Thessalonians, chapter five, verse 21, which read: 


“Test everything and hold on to what is good”. 


Interestingly, the second search result offered him a link to an old QAnon affiliated fan site that 
looked as if it hadn’t been updated in nearly a decade. Even then, it probably would have looked 
at least fifteen years old. It seemed like the individual or group of people masquerading as “Q” 
had referenced this exact bible verse in a post dated 11/9/2017. The post itself didn’t seem to 
have relevance to the book. The language was coated in purposeful vagueness and vacuity. 
Open to interpretation from almost any conceivable angle. In truth, this preying on the 
interoperability of conspiratorial thinking was central to the growth of conspiracy theorizing in the 
early 21st Century. With the deconstruction of a centralized information hub embodied by 
broadcast and cable news, there was a temporary disruption in the way reality itself was 
perceived. Like the purposeful emptiness and legitimization of any perspective, no matter the 
truth, truth itself died. It was a win for freedom in a way, the outcome of nearly three thousand 
years of a human experiment in the expression of personal freedom, we just weren't really 
prepared for what happened when we removed the shackles of reality itself from our minds. 


It was in the time that he now lived, an awkward dance between the last vestiges of the old 
reality, the remnants of the old gods in the form of books, televisual media, even video games, 
reaching their apex all before content simmered and boiled over out of the great intergalactic 
and internetworked soup pot. Baudrillard may have been a holier-than-thou observer of the 
incoming obsession over the vacuous imaginary and the last dying breaths of reality, but James 


thought McCrae had it all wrong. Yes, the blind narcissism is an ongoing symptom of a reality 
killing species, but Baudrillard was also aware that this could be an acceleration beyond our 
humanity, into something more. Q and its antecedents were like life vests, their followers 
clinging to them for support, to anchor themselves to something stable as consensus reality lost 
its meaning and became subservient to personal reality, in fact entwining an individual in an 
alternate consensus reality, one that was not of their choosing. Baudrillard wrote of California’s 
Death Valley in that same book James and McCrae had both read that: 


“Light itself has substance here. Floating like a powder on the air it gives all shades of color that 
pastel nuance that seems the very image of disincarnation, of the separation of the body from 
the spirit”. The true freedom of the democratic experiment was total disincarnation. Maybe 
McCrae saw it all as part of the corruption. What was Q, but the manifestation of the mass of 
people who are afraid to become disincarnated with their identity? 


“James, you might wanna see this” Charlie said from the bedroom, breaking James’ reflection. 


Charlie and Rob had removed the mattress from the bedframe and pushed it into the corner of 
the room. Underneath the bed, they had physically ripped out a few floorboards that had 
seemed to not have been out of place when James had earlier looked under the bed. 


“Woah, woah, woah.” James interjected. 


“Don’t worry, this is sanctioned. As soon as | saw that weird bulletin board | was convinced.” 
Rob said. 


“| mean, this is technically illegal, Rob.” 
“If you don’t say anything, | won't.” 


Charlie quickly glanced at James, apologetically. He hesitated a moment, looking at Rob 
directly. Who gives a shit about laws, we’re trying to stop a terrorist. 


“No pictures or videos of what we find, if anything.” James said. 


The three of them continued scraping the detritus off the exposed flooring. Rob, or whoever 
used to own this place must have installed the wood panelling over the original tiling that was in 
place when the apartment complex was built. Carved or burrowed inside the tile flooring, there 
was an odd looking and beat up box. James picked it up out of the little DIY cubby hole and 
wiped some of the dust off of the box’s lid. Engraved on the lid, was a symbol of the Star of 
David, or maybe an off brand Seal of Soloman. Within the hexagonal shape of the sigil, were 
written the words “tohu wa bohu” . 


Roughly translated from the original Hebrew, tohu wa bohu was translated in the King James 
Bible as “without form, and void”, referring to the primordial stasis of Earth before there was 
created light and land. The Soloman’s Seal itself had a relation to this phrase, which in drawing 
the pentagram of the seal would allow the wielder of the Seal to invoke and control demons 
from the void between the levels of reality. The box appeared to have once been locked, with a 
tiny brass or faux-brass key sticking out of the lock, a tiny piece of purple fabric attached at the 
end of the little key’s grip. With a bit of a nudge, James opened the box, and looked into it. 
Inside, on top of the cushioned red velvet interior of what he now knew to be repurposed jewelry 
box was an old photo of a kid, it looked to be from around the mid-late 90s. At first James was 
incredulous. The photo he was now looking at had disappeared years ago from his mom’s 
family photo album. It had been her favorite picture of him. He carefully picked the photo up out 
of the box, and flipped it over. On the other side, written on top of the imprinted Walmart Photo 
Centre watermark, there was a note: 


“james, 
i see you 
Q” 


11:35 A.M. 


James had been at his desk for over an hour, going over in his head what he and Charlie had 
just discovered. This guy is just fucking with us, right? There’s no fucking way that he didn’t 
know it would be us tailing him? Maybe Rob had given him a head start and let us into the 
apartment on purpose just to freak us out in a blaze of glory before we finally took down Roy. 


“Dan wants to see us,” Charlie said, poking their head into James’ office. “We're probably going 
to get some shit”. 


“Yeah, I’m coming” James replied. 


“He said five minutes” Charlie said as they gave a half hearted salute and walked back toward 
Dan’s wing of the department. James slumped back into his seat, running his fingers through his 
hair in an attempt to get rid of whatever tiny bit of stress he could before walking into a meeting 
that could very well end in his dismissal from the force. Entering an apartment illegally without 
the consent of the resident without a warrant, even with the permission of the landlord, had seen 
tougher and more senior guys than James get canned. It wasn’t just the fact that he had been 
caught that James felt down, it was also that he had failed to live up to his own ethics. He 
honestly wasn't able to pin down exactly why he had decided to break regulation and tamper 
with a potential investigation scene before getting approval. Just the bizarre mix of arcane 
mystery and sheer oddity compelled him to act irrationally, he guessed. It was as good a 
defence as any. He left his office and stopped by the washroom to splash some water on his 
face and pop a 5 Hour Energy Pill and made his way to Dan’s Office. 


“Christ you look like you haven't slept in days, Hodgson” said Chris as he motioned for James to 
sit across from him in a seat next to Charlie. 


“Close the door” he said, as James did so, then taking his seat at Dan’s desk. 
“So, I'll be blunt. Is there a mental health issue we need to know about?” asked Dan. 
“Uh, no, not that - “ 


“Look, we don’t need specifics, I’m technically not allowed to ask about specifics, but if you need 
some time or rest, we’re not going to fire you. I’m not that kind of boss. It was actually Charlie 
who brought it up, which is why they’re here.” 


James glanced at Charlie, who shrugged and then eased back into their chair. 


“Look, I’m just worried about you, man. | Know you haven’t been getting sleep, and we know 
about the flask in your desk drawer.” they said. 


“Alright, I'll admit that maybe there’s a problem.” 


“Dude, you haven't shaved or had a haircut in almost three months.” 

“| don’t want this to escalate, | just want a plan of action. I’m not asking at this point, I’m telling 
you, James. We're going to put you on a personal health leave, especially with this bizarre 
threat against you now. You can’t solve a case when you're working without sleep for three or 
four days, especially if you’re also taking shots of whiskey with your coffee.” 


James shifted nervously in his seat and took another quick glance at Charlie who still had a 
concerned look on their face. Dan also shifted awkwardly in his office chair and took a quick sip 
out of his coffee cup. The awkward silence continued for a few more seconds before Dan 
continued. 


“James, we don't want to lose you, but if you keep up this sort of self destructive path, we’re 
going to have to let you go.” Dan said, passing James a brochure across the desk. 


“We have some programs that can help you, and look, I'll just be candid, these helped me a few 
years back. What we do isn’t an easy job, I’ve seen too many good men and women burnout 
super hard.” 


“Look, I'll admit maybe I’ve got a bit of a problem, like | said. But, with the new developments in 
the case, | really think | should stay, at least until this one is in the can.” said James. 


“Charlie told me about the note you received while you were doing the check of McCrae’s 
apartment, not to mention that the search itself was without a warrant. You could have got the 


department in serious shit. We just don’t think it’s safe for you to continue the investigation. 
Charlie’s more than happy to take it over, and we have Miranda, the new junior investigator to 
step in. Just take a week off, Hodgson.” 


James thought about arguing, or defending himself, but thought the energy expended to do so 
wouldn't be worth it. Besides, it wasn’t just the case that had been getting to him. The whole 
state of the world seemed to be eating a hole in his mind, even in his heart. His sleeplessness, 
he thought was caused more by the warming planet, the conflict, the ceaseless drive of a world 
bent on consumption. This veiled threat in the note, was maybe just an escalation of the threats 
that were already there and always had been present. Sure, they knew his name, but this was 
the easiest slice of info to get these days. All McCrae needed to do was to look into the staff of 
the anti-terrorism office where they all had their contact info publicly available on the police 
website, do a simple Google search and find the detective with the most Q-Anon related 
investigatory background. Maybe some time off with Sean would be nice. James took the 
pamphlet from Dan’s desk and lasily leafed through it. 


“Alright. You might be right, | haven't slept in three days.” he said. 


“Great, I’m glad to hear it. Go home, get some rest, come back next Monday.” said Dan, 
standing up from his desk and motion for James to turn in his badge and weapon. 
“It's only temporary, we'll hold on to these until you get back”. 


James hesitated a moment before reaching down to his holster and into his pocket, producing 
the badge and his pistol. He had never been on a forced mental health leave before. Maybe this 
whole world needed one. Just an escape from the brutality of this new post-truth unreality we 
had been living in for the last 20 years. The weight of this new Debordian Society of Spectacle, 
James now understood was pulsing through everyone. He looked around the office, dark circles 
under almost everyone’s eyes, even those who hadn’t been conscious enough to witness the 
transition into this new alternate reality. It seemed to James now, that the weight of this new 
world was just beginning to be measured in the creases and bruises it made upon the faces and 
minds of those living through it. 


After he shook Dan’s hand and received a hug from Charlie, James gave a half hearted and 
somewhat jokey salute to a few folks in the office he knew, as he passed them on his way to the 
elevator, out of the building and into the crisp breeze of that April morning. 


DAY ZERO 
1:53 P.M. 


Sitting in the A and W across the street from where he had begun his adult life as a reception 
and cash attendant at the Glenbow Museum and just about a block away from Police 


HeadQuarters, James slowly unwrapped his Beyond Meat Burger. These days, while the 
traditional Burger Family options that had made A and W famous in its Canadian iteration where 
still on the menu, the scarcity of meat and the quick, sorta sloppy transition to vegetarianism by 
a large segment of the population had led to their prices skyrocketing. Where a teen burger had 
cost just seven bucks in 2020, it now sold for more than thirty-two dollars. Now, for most people, 
the $10 Beyond Meat Burger was the most affordable option. At least the fries are still alright. 


James, was scrolling aimlessly through his phone, lacking any sense of purpose or even 
responsibility. . They say that in recovery, your purpose is recovery. The void that had once 
been filled by addiction, whether that was an addiction to some sort of substance, to sex, sto 
shopping, even an addiction to work, went through an adjustment period. He had tried for years, 
off and on to get fully sober. He filled the gap of meaning with casual soccer matches; with 
jogging, reading, poetry writing, with work, but nothing could sway him from the pure voidic and 
sublime nullification of anxiety that came from booze and narcotics. Even food couldn’t compare 
to that dampening feeling, the one that made him feel like he was able to “settle down”, stop his 
restless legs from jolting around, bopping to and fro of their own accord. The feeling that finally 
let him stop, and splay himself out both metaphorically and physically on the couch. The feeling 
of extracognitive release is one that holds many in its grasp. IF he were to escape it, he’d at 
least be in good company. Did he really want to go the way of Jim Morrison, Amy Winehouse, 
XXXtentacion or Lil’ Peep? 


The decor and branding of the tiny A & W store, was homey and nostalgic, harkening back to a 
more idealised comforting time. Nearly one hundred years removed from those days, the 
archetypal signifiers still remained pinned and painted on the walls of this franchise of the 
Ur-Diner and Drive In that A & W had come to symbolize in Canada. It’s almost as if the chatter 
of advertisements he had been subject to since birth had become a sort of blanket. The white 
noise of incitement to consumerism passing like a whisper in and out of the ears of all of us on 
streetcars, busses, subways, highways, planes, commuter trains, in podcasts, on Netflix, even 
ads being served to us in our messaging apps, and on the home screens of our phones, TVs 
and VR devices. 


The whirr of a thousand million algorithms, shadowing us and predicting our behavior, actions, 
even becoming so pervasive as to begin to not only offer us options, but actually guide us to the 
options it was programmed to offer. Meanwhile we reap only the minute sense of relief, a quick 
dopamine hit from a notification, ever more compelling now that haptics had allowed us to 
actually feel that slight, tickly notification vibration in our muscles whenever we received a new 
one on our phones or headsets. 


Almost like ants, invariably sniffing out new stimuli and resources to retrieve, consume, elevate 
to necessity, and then rapidly deplete them as required. Even here, although you couldn't see it, 
the vast symphony of harvesting and consolidation was continuing its billion year long first 
movement. Though, the kitchens and cash tills of the restaurant had long since been automated 
with only nominal human greeters/cleaners left as the sole ‘people ‘ presence in the tiny dining 


area, the auto-kitchens and self checkout machines were the happy and hard working faces of 
the vast digitally managed supply chain. From the dwindling herds of cows and pigs that were 
once overseen by farmers and sheepdogs or born and raised in factory farms to the chickens 
and veggies, a vast general artificial intelligence platform was able to adapt itself to various 
needs, from inserting copies of itself into various robotozied “platforms”, like driverless farm 
equipment or rudimentary electronic humanoid bodies which were used to temporarily perform 
jobs that still required the human form factor, the generalized network was able to make 
adjustments and perform massive supply chain monitoring from initial resource discovery, 
extraction (which had become the word of the day), all the way down the line until the meat, 
imitation meat or lab grown food went into your mouth. Extraction had almost become 
synonymous and the de facto catchall for older terms like farming, forestry, etc. Even “human 
resource extraction” was bandied around in a few sales and development departments of large 
corporations like A & W, albeit clandestinely. Human Resource Extraction referred not just to 
acquiring new human talent for positions in the corporation but also to what the generalized 
artificial intelligent algorithms and their creators now referred to as “behavioural capital” 


James had read about this recently in a reddit post by an old friend who ran a network of related 
subreddits on futurism and other sorts of retro-cyberpunk topics like automation, green energy 
initiatives and climate protests. u/bookch1n; “Books”, “Booky” or simply “b” as James knew her, 
was in and out of contact, but they would talk over Discord intermittently and release sort of 
editorial long-form posts on his subreddit networks to the small community that had remained on 
the site when it went open source and donation only in 2029 after some former redditors were 
able to purchase the site with Kickstarter money when it was auctioned off during the Conde 


Nast bankruptcy hearings. 


In the post by u/bookchin, called “What Happened to the Future?”, mainly an exploration of 
failed predictions and promises for the future from the late 90s/early 00s, u\bookchin focused on 
what she called “The Rise of Behavioural Capital”, which built on the work by the “Marx of the 
21st Century”, Shoshanna Zuboff (with some followers of Booky even believing that the person 
behind the moniker was Zuboff herself). The main crux of the idea was that in addition to the 
more common types of capital that we’re familiar with, physical/material capital, political capital 
and social capital which all intersect through symbolic interactions, a fourth manifestation of 
capital, sort of an adjunct of social capital, but equally important in of itself called “behavioural 
capital”. As opposed to social capital, which was a public display of power through the symbolic 
presentation of political and material capital, behavioural capital is what characterized our 
internal psyches. With the creation of data mining algorithms and their extrapolation into 
generalized artificially intelligent networks, with better ability to predict and model potential 
human behaviour, these automated entities and their owners/creators were not only able to 
motivate us through the presentation of desire, but to actually gain access to the motivations 
behind our desires themselves, which made this form of capital more valuable than most other 
sociopolitical datasets. The vast machinery of the motivational and predictive ad networks that 
Google and Facebook were able to manifest and control became the primary means of human 
resource extraction. If you could know the exact behaviour and desire of any person in the world 


to tailor their motivations to specifically benefit you, the datasets on behaviour become more 
important than the actual resources to make the products desired through your manipulation of 
the consumer. 


It had been clear that for years, malign operators ranging from Nation State-level Intelligence 
Services to corporations to fringe activists and reactionary recruiters had made use of 
generalized A.I. algorithms to gently nudge people toward unconscious consumption, to vote a 
certain way or to become radicalized. James had seen it with the 032323 incident where Q 
followers were gradually brought together through out of control algorithmic profiling, or perhaps 
an A.|. that had been gamed to induce a streak of conspiratorial paranoia among the general 
public, increasing division in the country. It was a scary, but not an implausible thought. James 
shook himself out of the daze, bringing him back into the din of the diner’s speaker’s caught in 
the midst of playing an old rock and roll song. 


“Did you ever think you'd see a world like this?” 


An older man in the back of the restaurant stood up, picked his tray off the table and walked 
over to James’ table. 


“No one’s sitting here, right?” he said, looking around mockingly. “I’m only asking because other 
than the two kids ‘working’ over there playing AR Games, we’re the only human beings in this 
place.” 


“Uh, sure, yeah, take a seat” James managed, confused and a little surprised by the man’s 
bravado. 


“| mean, | can’t really remember the last time | had an actual conversation with someone who 
isn’t either my coworker or my cat. You can’t even be one of those annoyingly desperate people 
anymore who would try to talk to the grocery store clerk or those like, unamused restaurant 
workers, since they’ve all been replaced by A.I.” the man chuckled. “I’m, Jim. Mayhew.” 


“Oh shit- no kidding? That Mayhew? I'm James too.” James sputtered, sticking his hand out. 


Mayhew was the closest anyone in Alberta got to fame, unless you were Gretzsky or Joni 
Mitchell, one of the fathers of neo-Al. Whatever he was doing here in an A & W in Calgary was 
beyond James. 


The other Jim shook his hand and clandestinely flashed his flask at Hodgson, who shook his 
head and patted his coat’s breast pocket. Jim looked a little older than James, maybe around 
his mid 50s, with a graying but nonetheless still full head of hair. He sort of looked like a mid 
Late Show-era Stephen Colbert, he even wore knockoffs of those famous “dad glasses” Colbert 
had made famous. He looked like he had survived the massive waves of layoffs from the past 


decade, still wore a suit, albeit one that had probably seen better days. A leather (or pleather) 
messenger bag sat at his feet. 


“Shirley, Shirley, Own, Share bride falling star.” Jim muttered 
“Pardon me?” 
“It’s a Bowie lyric, Subterraneans, the last song on Low, | think’. 


“I’ve heard that one, yeah.” James said, excited. Had it really been such a long time since he 
had listened to a Bowie track?. 


“It’s the one with all the moody, Brian Eno synthesizers, and the weird sort of almost 
disconnected horn section, like they’re ghosts floating above and even like, through the melody” 


“Yeah, yeah, | know it. Such a weird way of ending an album, y'know?” 


“| always thought it was perfect, man.” said Jim, taking his glasses off, wiping them with the end 
of his shirt. Maybe this was for pure effect, James always thought that whenever someone 
made a dramatic move like crossing their arms or taking off their glasses/shoes/whatever, it was 
more because we had learned these body language cues more from movies, TV and 
entertainment than they had actually ever been effectively used as an actual way of articulating 
or drawing attention to your point. 


“In an interview, he said that the darkness in the song represented how he felt about traveling to 
East Berlin and witnessing the people’s character and misery living in that totalitarian system. 
Bowie said something like ‘he remembered being trapped in East Berlin after the division and 
the faint jazz horns were the memories of what was’ | just listened to Low again for the first time 
in years, and was thinking about Subterraneans and how it had once felt sorta exotic, 
mysterious, like it was invoking feelings | had suppressed or ones that | intuitively understood 
but hadn't felt yet myself. You know kind of like listening to love songs before your first kiss.” 


“SO, are you saying that you understand the song more...intimately now?” 

“Yeah man, I’m saying that we're living in East Berlin right now, only we're too afraid to 
acknowledge it out loud. Like, look remember all those stereotypes from back in the eighties 
and nineties? Wait- how old are you?” 

“Forty six.” 

“Oh shit - | was thinking you’d be younger. No shade, I’m fifty three, so we probably have about 


the same cultural cohort. So yeah, uh, look, remember how in those old 90s and 80s, even early 
aughts action movies where they’d depict Russia or China as having these people with just 


sullen faces, bags under their eyes, everyone is gruff, no one talking on the subway trains, et 
cetera?” 


“Okay - yeah, so that happens here? It always did, right?” 


“Yeah, but look at how our media reflects society. The top biggest shows on Netflix and Disney+ 
are all updated Big Bang Theory Knockoffs without laugh tracks. Just like the propaganda 
movies that came out of the Soviet Union, or the ones out of North Korea: The rest of the world 
knows the truth, hell even though we know the truth of our situation, we’d rather be told how 
great we are and how happy everything is even when you look at the QZsand how they’ve 
limited movement from reserves, are shooting warning shots at boats coming from Africa and 
Europe and not to mention this shit” he said gesturing to the automated A and W kiosks. 


“Man, | just came here to eat my fucking burger in peace” 

“So did |, dude. But are we really at peace like this?” 

“Maybe not, but look, hyperbole isn’t going to get us anywhere.” 

Jim looked James in the eye, like he was trying to analyse him. He put his glasses back on and 
stroked his chin a little bit, reached into his back pocket, pulled out his wallet and handed James 
a card from it: 

JIM MAYHEW 

MEng 

Senior Systems Director 

Asimov Generative Beings 

Jim stood up and slid his garbage into the waste chute from his tray. 

“I’m giving a talk on Wednesday at the University of Alberta.” 


“In Edmonton? I’ve got work.” 


“No you don’t, detective.” he winked. “I'll send you the address in a moment.”. Jim tapped the 
crease on the arm of his glasses and James’ phone buzzed and lit up on the restaurant table. “ 


“Listen to Low before the talk, especially Subterraneans. It'll make things easier to understand” 
said Jim, pausing a moment, thinking of something else to say before gently waving and walking 
back out into the April rain. 


The popup on James’ phone read that he had a new Facebook Friend Request from Jim 
Mayhew. Jim’s profile picture depicted him with another man, presumably his husband, a cat 


sitting on his head, and two young kids, a boy and a girl sitting with the men and cat in front of a 
Christmas tree. 


“Shared Interests: 


David Bowie 
Brian Eno” 


8:45 P.M. 


James made his way back home after spending the day at the local Irish Pub, drinking quietly in 
the corner of the bar and aimlessly refreshing his phone as his vision became blurry and 
unfocused. He stumbled into his condo a carelessly threw his keys into the key bowl next to the 
door. Sean was sitting on the sofa in the living room reading an e-book. 


“I’m worried about you,” he said, putting his book on the coffee table. 
“Look, | don’t want to talk about it. I'll try to quit.” 


“No, | think you need to go back to AA or something” Sean responded, standing up and walking 
over to James. “It’s not just about stopping, it’s about finding another way to cope with things.” 


“Don’t give me that AA spiritual bullshit talk. | know | have to stop drinking, | Know it’s a 
malfunctioning coping mechanism, but have you ever thought that we weren’t meant to cope 
with a society as complicated and fucked up as this?” James shouted 


“You’re drunk, what were you doing all day? | tried calling you like six times” 
“I’m suspended from work.” 


“Why didn’t you just come home, then? | was here all day, we could have talked about it and 
gone to a meeting.” 


“We have to stop acting like this is all normal. Look around, there are soldiers on the street, 
curfews in place, refugee detention centres all over the place. What happened to all the climate 
change protesters that were blocking highways only a few years ago? It’s like we got so 
complacent and depressed that we just decided to let authoritarianism happen. | mean, look, 
even the Prime Minister just let the U.S. military take over the city without putting up a fight!.” 
James continued screaming, almost incoherently. 


“Slow down, we’re not talking about all that, we’re talking about how you can respond to those 
pressures.” Sean said, trying to calm James down. 


“How can you just sit there and read a book or watch TV and just accept that what’s happening 
is normal?” 


“It’s not normal, but what can we do? As long as we’ve got a roof over our heads, and each 
other, and food and some tiny little meager comforts, that’s all we can ask for right?” 


“First they came for the socialists and | didn’t speak out because | wasn’t a socialist” James spat 
out, almost like it was a vulgarity. 


“Wow. James, just wow.” Sean sighed. “I’m going to bed, you can sleep on the couch tonight. 
We'll talk in the morning, when you're not fucked up.” 


“I’m going to Edmonton in the morning.” 


“What the fuck? Why? - I’m not even going to ask. Just... Text me when you get there. | still love 
you, despite all... of that” Chris said, gesturing in James’ general direction and walking toward 
the back of the condo and into the bedroom. 


James took off his jacket and his dress shirt and grabbed a throw blanket from one of the 
armchairs in the living room and turned off the lamp, encapsulating himself in darkness aside 
from the glow of his phone screen. He flicked through articles on Mayhew, who had appeared to 
have been working in Canada for only the last ten years or so. He originally started as a junior 
engineer at Facebook in early 2009 and hopped around a few tech companies like Uber, 
Amazon and Microsoft before taking a senior role at Google’s X Lab under Sergey Brin and later 
working with Ray Kurzweil on adaptive and generative artificial intelligence. Unexpectedly, 
Mayhew had a huge web presence, a couple of TedX talks at various tech universities and 
institutes as well as a personal Youtube channel dating back to 2017, hosting videos of easy to 
access explanations of general artificial intelligence information and tutorials, including one on 
how to build a “bot” that could learn how to play old Nintendo games like Super Mario Bros and 
Metroid. James knew that social engineering and even behavioural prediction and guidance 
algorithms had led to the diffusion of conspiracy theories like Q, targeting susceptible individuals 
through social media channels and bringing them into the forefront. He was skeptical that an 
artificial intelligence could literally make you believe in something without the individual having 
some level of choice in the matter, but how did Mayhew know where and when he would be in 
order to find him? Tracking his location, maybe, but was there something more? His phone 
vibrated softly, and a message popped up in the status bar, from an unknown contact: 


“Exactly, you’re catching on. See you tomorrow -J ”, attached to the message was the address 
for the University of Alberta and the specific lecture hall where the other James would be giving 
his talk. 


In shock, James immediately did a hard power off of his phone and shoved it into the creases 
between the pillows on the couch. This is too fucked up. He could have just been tracking his 


search activity, but the timing and content of the message was too precise, it was like he was in 
his brain. Was there a connection between Mayhew and the weirdly personal 
photograph/message he found in McCrae’s apartment in Bragg Creek? He spent a bit more time 
mulling about the potential connections in his head, before passing out into a hazy, fitful and 
drunken sleep. 


April 10th 
6:34 A.M. 


Before he was even aware that he had fallen asleep, he woke up, the slivers of light flitting 
through the blinds casting slim shadows across the couch and wall. He still felt a little drunk, but 
made his way to the kitchen to start the Nespresso machine and then into the bathroom to wash 
his face, brush his teeth and to pop a few tabs of Advil before the hangover set in. After filling up 
his travel mug with espresso, he slowly made his way into the bedroom to grab a change of 
clothes. Chris was still sleeping, and when he looked at him, James felt a tinge of shame. He 
remembered bits of their fight from last night, enough to know he had been an asshole. He 
wanted to kiss his forehead, as a tiny form of apology, but he didn’t want to risk waking him up. 
Instead, before leaving James took a scrap piece of paper, wrote “Sorry” in big bold letters and 
placed his flask on top of the note on the kitchen table. “One day at a time” he whispered softly 
to himself as he rode the elevator down to the parkade and into his car, plugging in the address 
info into the GPS and letting the car drive the three hour trip while he took another extended 
nap. 


In between micronaps, or more accurately, a fitful sleep, James looked out the window and took 
in the changing character and impression of the overextended cityscape, through downtown tent 
cities closer to his apartment, where people his age had been allowed to create a sort of 
communalistic lifestyle. A few years back, around 2026, when James had been serving his 
mandatory street and patrol duty, the department had tried to evict the camp’s residents, but 
when the third Great Recession hit in 2024, the city cut funding to the police department which 
had come to focus on the outlying suburbs and the few remaining gated communities around 
the city. The markets never really making it back up to pre-crash levels, stabilizing for the last 20 
years at 2006-2007 levels and a tiny .001 percent growth worldwide, the world had entered what 
economists named “The Great Stagnation” 


The former residents of the suburbs in 2035 would slowly, but then seemingly all together join 
the communes in the streets. It wasn’t to say that the police simply let the communes and 
camps exist freely. The lack of patrols was replaced by corporate branded security gates and 
checkpoints, manned by mercenaries from various private military companies or PMCs, many of 
whom now lived in the old houses in the gated communities. As he went through the Forest 
Lawn security gate, and old short cut he used to take frequently to get onto Stoney Trail, one of 
the main roads leading north of the city to Edmonton or onward to the airport, James could see 
virtual posters made from the new-ish bendable/flexible “smart glass”. The posters cycled 
through security cam and social media footage of crimes committed by neighbourhood gangs, 


and even some older, recycled footage of self-styled “neighbourhood watches”, which were 
factions of right wing and left wing groups prone to street fighting in quarantined 
neighbourhoods. Officially, they were called “Quarantine Zones”, who or what was being 
quarantined from whom or what was never really clarified. They had been set up in the early 
20s as a means of cordoning off hard-hit areas during the first few waves of the pandemic, but 
stayed in place after the crisis. These days, anyone who found themselves in dire straits was 
tossed inside one of these zones. Most people called them QZs for short, and most people 
knew the truth of their existence, the ongoing under-the-rug sweeping of those less fortunate. 


The suburbs in the north end of the city, just past the Airport were newly built. Gated 
communities aren’t exactly a new idea. They’ve always been a not-so-subtle way of dividing 
race and class. These neighbourhoods, either retrofitted “new-ish” previously unfortified 
neighbourhoods like Falconridge or newer state-of-the art “enclave” communities as they were 
being marketed, generally were fortified by walls on each of their four sides, with generally three 
entrances (from main transit/commuter arteries. Each entrance or “checkpoint” was manned by 
a private security “official” who was authorized for search, seizure, arrest and “self defense” both 
against “external” and “internal neighbourhood threats”. These rules bore a striking resemblance 
to the rules at the quarantine zones, although residents of these neighbourhoods generally 
could count on airconditioning and the daily deliveries of food from distributors like Safeway and 
WholeFoods, delivered either by drone or self driving delivery truck. They were also allowed to 
enter and leave between curfew hours (generally 8 AM - 9 PM), but few, if any did, with grocery 
deliveries being automated, the rise of virtual reality and augmented reality as a cultural pastime 
and the transition of most traditionally “white collar’ work, which now mainly either referred to 
computer programmers, financial analysts, hedge fund managers or those with old money 
ties.To be considered “middle class” in 2035, you had to be worth at least a couple mil. Even 
adjusting for inflation didn’t make the dream feel any less untenable for most people. It was 
pretty simple: you were either a billionaire “jobs creator’, a millionaire “manager’-type or a 
worker. Then there were the cops and soldiers like James himself, who constituted a secondary 
subtype of management class, the management of the actual bodies used by the machine of 
culture, directing the flow of human resources which had become a vast unforgiving stream of 
river rapids. These self-named ‘peace keepers’ helped the managers and their owners extract 
labour and utility out of those, who through simple misfortune, had become organic batteries. 
Just food for the algorithms that controlled the ebbs and fluxuations of capital. The car was 
driving itself now, even as its wheels were stripped to the axel, its engine sparking and fuming. 


He closed his eyes again, and when he opened them again, the car was driving through the 
outskirts of Airdrie, formerly a city of over 80,000 people, now essentially abandoned after the 
2028 floods. Calgary itself had undergone a process of refurbishment of its flood prevention and 
mitigation measures, such as the strengthening of levees and floodwalls on the banks of the 
Bow River, which had resulted in the floods of 2013 and 2023, both causing extensive damage 
and the latter resulting in the deaths of nearly 100 people, living in and around the flood zones 
as well as during the general panic after and during the disaster. It was in fact the flood that had 
led to the original creation of the quarantine zones, where fear of minorities spread through 


white nationalist social media posts, blaming the north’s heavy Indian and Pakistani community 
for much of the violence that ensued during the looting. James knew, as a police lieutenant at 
the time that most of the violence was actually perpetrated by whites upon minorities, with 
groups who called themselves “Rough Riders” travelling into minority communities and 
attacking/killing people they called “looters”. This behaviour wasn’t anything new, it had 
happened in Puerto Rico in 2017, in Los Angeles in 1992, and in New Orleans during the 
aftermath of Hurricane Katrina.. Now, with the lens of history so sharply focused, he could see 
all the “points of light”, where things could have changed or gone differently. It was like being in 
a choose-your-own adventure book after having cheated and taken a peek at the various 
optional story branches at the back of the book. 


The car continued to drive itself toward Edmonton, passing only oil tankers, delivery trucks and 
semis loaded with wood from the NorthWest Territories or the Yukon. James hadn't passed any 
other human soul, though there did seem to be signs of life just off the highway. Someone still 
had a fresh fruit stall up, or maybe it was abandoned there from long ago. There was no one 
manning the stand. 


In Red Deer, the strip that had been known as “Gasoline Alley’, a long street filled with various 
refilling stations, family restaurants and novelty shops had seen better days. Most of the gas 
stations were closed down or retrofitted to handle supercharger stations for electric vehicles, in 
place of the old gas pumps that had been either thrown in the dump or sold off to museums, 
collectors or history geeks. The Circle K that had replaced the Mac’s which had replaced the 
Esso was itself in the process of being replaced by another international conglomerate. Maybe 
Walmart, who had been making head way into the convenience store industry, trying to match 
the utility of Amazon by placing a “full service Wal-Mart experience on every street corner’. It 
wasn’t working. Except for the contracts Wal-Mart was being paid by the government to offer 
retail and grocery options for those in quarantined neighbourhoods. Their plastic bags adorned 
with the iconic yellow smiley face were a common sight in QZs, littering the ground, being used 
as wallpaper, stuffing for pillows, clothes and bedding. 


The family farms that used to dot the landscape and were demarcated by rusting wire fences 
every kilometer or so were now vastly integrated, part of the wholesale of the farms by bankrupt 
farmers who were unable to weather out two recessions and the nearly 15 year trade war 
between the United States, China, Vietnam and Russia. Huge American conglomerates like 
Monsanto had bought up hundreds of thousands of square kilometres, and repurposed the 
extensive farmland in Southern and South-Central Alberta to be farmed by the large automated 
combine harvesters and mobile processing units, which could refine raw organics into products 
that were then shipped to distributors like Whole Foods, Walmart or the struggling Weston 
Family chains of grocery stores. All across the horizon, James could see hundreds, if not 
thousands of sleek quadcopter drones carrying payloads to distribution centres across North 
America. It was almost like the oil sands at the turn of the century, essentially scraping the barrel 
of material until it was completely gone. Experts thought that the former Great Plains of North 
America only had ten to twenty years left of use of its arable land, before the topsoil was so 


degraded that nothing could be planted there without the soil undergoing a natural restorative 
process that takes decades. There were solutions being tested, such as massive hydroponics 
labs just outside of Edmonton in the former suburb of Sherwood Park in a huge research centre 
run by the Pentagon, nicknamed “The Ark”. 


Scattered along the highway were homemade signs, people searching for jobs, probably former 
farm workers, estate sale signs, folks trying to sell produce from their personal gardens and 
larger, more professional signs bearing slogans like “Workers of the World Unite! The only thing 
you have to lose is your iPhone” and “LieFi!”. These were somewhat outdated calling cards, 
made by people who called themselves “Neo-Luddites” or “Fnords”, a sort of nonsense word 
invented by the creators of a fringe religion called “Discordianism”. The Fnords had been 
considered a threat early on, when they started popping up in left-wing street demonstrations 
across North America and parts of Europe during the popular reaction to the “Second Great 
Recession” of 2021-2024. In between various groups that claimed to be successors to the 
Occupy Movement of the 2010s, and the general umbrella, big-tent group of progressive 
activists that took the name “Antifa”, the Fnords were more demagogic, but without a standard 
or centralized leader to project the demagoguery. Instead, they appeared en masse, slogans 
emblazoned on signs like the ones James had just passed by on the road, or on their shirts, 
even on tape they slapped over their mouths, sort of a symbol of unifying their message under 
one voice. Rarely did the Fnords give interviews on podcasts, or live streams, in fact there had 
only been one early interview where a Fnord member gave more than a single word response to 
an interviewer. In 2022, on the Chapo Trap House Podcast, a Fnord going by the name 
“Korzybski” gave a five minute sort of elevator-pitch manifesto for the movement. James, 
thinking of the signs tapped the entertainment tab on the car’s front console and brought up the 
episode. The host of the show’s voice sprung to life on the sound system. 


“Fnord originated as a constructed word in the sort of ironic-pseudo religion of Discordianism. 
Basically, it was meant as a kind of neo-Dadaist mantra, one meant to shock you out of the rigid 
or mechanistic dream architecture of semantics and language.” said Korzybski on the 
recording, their voice disguised by early 2020s voice modulation software, kind of like those old 
episodes of Unexplained Mysteries, whenever they interviewed someone who “worked” at Area 
51 (before voice disguise software was enhanced by GANs, to create entirely human sounding 
modulation, making the voices seem natural and maintaining the inflection of the original 
speaker). 


“So, you're using it as a sort of shock?” asked the host 


“In a way, we’re trying to say that technology is as much a part of the totality of the current 
human system of relations as politics or economic interests are. We created these machines, 
including the machines of capitalism and politics, and that neither of those machines offered us 
a “way out” of our spiritual or even physical predicament. If you look back ten years ago to the 
colour revolutions or the Arab Spring, or even The Occupy movement, they are still related to 
these old paradigms of envisioning reality.” 


“Are you talking about that in the sense that with the internet, we've all been sort of 
deterritorialized, or that we’re kind of like ‘brains in jars’, now?” 


“That's part of it, but we think it’s the opposite. We think that we’ve had that possibility open to 
us, but that we’ve refused to take that path and instead have adapted the technology to our 
tendency toward grammatological, syntactic or semantic ways of organization, in the way that 
our natural language is itself just a referential database of meaning. We're sort of on this 
hamster wheel of attempting to classify the unclassifiable. Hence, ‘fnord” 


“Right, right. I’m familiar with it, from Discordianism, from Robert Anton Wilson.” said the host 


“We mean it in the classical Wilsonian way. It came out of a series he called “IIluminatus”, which 
was a series of books he called works of ‘guerrilla ontology’, basically he wrote so seriously 
about conspiratorial and satirical subjects that the reader was meant to sort of be psychically 
‘shook’, to look at reality in another way. In the trilogy of books, the word ‘fnord’ was inserted 
into the mainstream media, news, movies, etc. as a way of confusing the vox, with kids being 
taught in elementary school to unconsciously ignore the word when they see it and to associate 
the word with uneasiness or confusion, which prevents people from reading or seeing media 
with the word ‘fnord’ in it in an objective or analytical way. We're trying to reclaim it, as a means 
of culture jamming, a word that originated as a sublimation of human analytica to a word that 
sort of jolts you into action, one that’s outside of the traditional paradigm. We’re sort of trying to 
make the whole human socioeconomic-political system into a giant, global Cabaret Voltaire.” 


The sudden ping of an alert tone jolted James out of his sort of meditative listening. He quickly 
glanced over at the car’s entertainment console and a push alert from CBC was displayed at the 
top of the screen: 


“Suspect in City Hall Attack arrested”. James clicked the alert pop-up and a the larger articled 
filled the console’s screen: 


“Roy McCrea, arrested today in Banff by members of the Territorial Defense Police in a joint 
operation with the Calgary Police services, has been charged with 18 counts of murder, 1 count 
of possesion of explosives, 1 count of use of explosive resulting in manslaughter, 1 count of 
financing terrorism and 1 count of commision of indictable offense to obtain nuclear materials. It 
is unclear how McCrea, 64 was traced to the Inns of Banff Hotel where he was found or whether 
he will face any other charges at this time. A TDP spokesperson declined to answer any 
questions pertaining to the future of the case, but did say that the TDP and the CPS will be 
working together on any further investigations. McCrea is being held without possibility of bail at 
the Calgary Correctional Centre. His first appearance in court has not been announced due to 
pending psychological evaluations. 


Calgary Police Services and the TDP both have declined to comment on any connections 
between McCrea and any nationalist militia groups. 


This story is breaking and will continue to be updated.” 


James was surprised by the relative speed of the arrest. Maybe | was a liability to the 
investigation. Still, they were being careful not to scare the public, especially after the rise of 
crimes committed by radicalized, mainly white men in the past decade or so. It was a narrative 
that the public was quite familliar with, especially those in minority communities who took the 
brunt of the blame simply for their prescence being perceived as the instigation for these crimes 
by the rightwing pundits and trolls. across social media. The ghettoization of inner cities across 
the continent hadn’t slowed the tide of white nationalist rhetoric. The Fnords, Antifa and right 
wing groups still clashed in the streets, sometimes occupying city blocks for days until they 
could be dispersed by government forces. Even the movement of “auxiliary " military units from 
companies like Blackwater and the United States Military were at times pushed back while the 
varying left and right wing forces duked it out in the city streets. Calgary itself hadn’t seen action 
like that in a few years and was relatively stable, as one of the first cities to institute mandatory 
near-field-communication chip implants in every resident, which allowed the central GANs run 
on the city’s datafarm to track the locations, motivations and possible decisions of every person 
living in the city. Amazon, Google, Facebook and Asimov Generative doubled down on the tech 
by integrating the implants into their digital assistant software, offering more contextual 
interaction between the Al and their users based on location. It was a sort of slim veneer of 
genuinity, masking the continued march toward all-encompassing surveillance. Visitors to 
Calgary, and nearly every other major metropolitan area in North America were issued 
temporary cards in the form of travel visas. The program was in the process of being rolled out 
all across the continent. Experts said that it resulted in a huge reduction in the crime rate, but 
James and other residents knew that it didn’t. It only made crime less visible, or more 
institutionalized. Cloaked in the sanctity of state oppression and the ambiguity of what actually 
constitutes a crime. Basically, even as a cop, James knew that people would be more willing to 
look the other way if you were part of that “winking-nudge” class of (mostly) white folks with 
money. 


As his car pulled into the national security checkpoint outside of Edmonton, James could see a 
few armored guards from Blackwater, and what looked like a huge “Active Denial System” 
mounted on the top of a surveillance tower. The ADS system was a newly rolled out form of 
resistance suppression, the PMCs in Calgary often deployed them on the tops of skyscrapers 
that bordered the quarantined neighbourhoods. Essentially, the system would direct radiant 
energy toward its targets, making it unbearably hot and unpleasant to stay in its radius of effect. 
It could make an otherwise motivated group of militia members or resistance groups dissolve 
their ranks in seconds. Fuck. Well, as far as they know, I’m here on a day trip. The car pulled up 
to the automated security kiosk and a pleasantly-sweet artificial voice sounded out of the 
speakers on the sides of the touch screen; 


“Hello my name is Kira and welcome to the City of Edmonton. | will be guiding you through this 
security and safety check. These checks are essential to keep our city and our citizens safe and 
to maintain the peace of our beautiful Central Administrative Capital. Please present your 
credentials or tap your Identity Chip.” 


James stuck his left palm out of the window and tapped it to the surface of the KIRA screen. 


“One moment please” it hummed as the KIRA logo appeared on the screen, a softly glowing 
circle with a large sort of simple smile bisecting it. On the side of the screen the acronym was 
broken down into its components: Knowledge and Information Reference Assistant. KIRA was 
built on the same technology as the ancient digital assistants like Alexa, Siri and Cortana but 
was built on a neural network structure called a gated recurrent unit or a “GRU”. Basically, what 
this type of model did differently and what made it the go-to mechanism for artificial intelligence 
was that it acted more like a human brain than previous neural networks could. While every 
neural network was an attempt at simulating the real neurons in our brain and how they transmit 
information and relate that information to each memory in our brain, the early neural nets had 
trouble with taking in new information from different types of datasets. Basically, the old neural 
networks were only good at being very specialized, whereas by “gating” the artificial brain to 
take in smaller datasets, it was able to more adequately parse and reference that data, 
especially when connected to others GRUs through the cloud. All you had to do was slap an 
avatar onto it with some basic speech synthesis and you had a smarter robot than any other 
digital assistant on the market 


“Indescrepencies discovered. Mr. Hodgson, please remain in your vehicle while an 
administration representative is called to speak with you in person” announced the KIRA, as the 
LEDs on its side began flashing a pulsing, alternating pattern of red and blue lights. Through his 
windshield, James could see an heavily armed and decked out Capital Police Officer making 
their way over to his car and the KIRA system. They tapped on the window, with James quickly 
rolling it down. 


“Detective Hodgson, our KIRA says that you’ve recently been placed on administrative leave at 
Calgary Police Services. It looks like they put through the paperwork for you yesterday.” he said, 
in a deep, almost feigned authoritarian voice. At the gates, a few of the other Capital POs and 
some of the independent contractors were huddled together, looking almost amused by the 
situation. 


“Look,” the officer continued, giving James and the car a look over, “This is all just a formality, 
we're just making sure that you’re not a harm to yourself or others, KIRA sent your information 
through one of our WATSON analysis apps since based on your activities online and in the real 
world were pinged as a possible match for deviant behaviour, so I’m just going to ask you a few 
questions and we'll try to have you on your way. This okay?” 


“Sure, by all means,” James said, as he felt his blood pressure rising and his heart began to 
thump in his chest. 


“All right, we'll ask you to step out of the car. Can you do that for me?” 


“Yes”, he said, opening the drivers’ side door and standing up out of the car. The office then put 
him through some of the standard “stop and investigate” procedures common to anyone who 
ever worked a beat. James passed his breathalyzer, the field sobriety test and provided the 
necessary contact information to the officer. 


“Where are you headed in Edmonton today?” asked the PO 
“Headed to the University of Alberta for a talk by the head of Asimov Generative.” 


“Oh yeah! I’ve seen a couple of his TED talks. We use some of their tech in the KIRA system. 
Lots of folks don’t really think about Edmonton being one of the headquarters for the new Silicon 
Valley, but we’ve got tons of those guys here.” said the cop. 


“Yeah, you’ve got NeuraLink, AG, even that new Amazon Headquarters, it’s a pretty happening 
place.” 

“You got that right buddy.”, the cop chuckled, handing James his ID and papers. “Look, bud, | 
have friends who've lost their job at the PD, even in the military, especially when they did the 
NORAD merger. A lot of them went into computers. It’s a smart move. Just a bit of advice. I’m 
gonna tell you this on the down low, but the KIRA gave us a 37 percent chance probability of 
deviancy for you, which is above the normal rate. The good news is that you’re within the 10 
percent that allows for human determination, 27 percent and lower, you’d have been cleared 
automatically. 47 percent and higher, you’d have been blocked from entry and turned back, or 
maybe even arrested.”, the officer pulled out his Juul and took a hit, offering it to James who 
took one too. “I’m going to let you in, you remind me of some of my friends. But pal, look, if you 
fuck up even just a little bit, like even getting a parking ticket they can quarantine ya. So, don’t 
betray my trust, okay?” 


James nodded, as the officer shut the door to his car and waved him through the gates and past 
the other guards, the ADS turret, the watch towers, ther barbed wire, concrete barriers and back 
onto the Frederick C. Trump highway, into the suburb of Leduc, which had been annexed into 
Edmonton proper only five or six years earlier. Unlike Calgary, Edmonton had few quarantine 
zones, and as one of the administrative capitals of the Western Territories (Vancouver, in the 
former British Columbia, was the other.), Edmonton had grown rapidly, thanks to its proximity to 
the oil sands a bit further north, as well as its being the largest city between Anchorage and 
Toronto. The old Alberta Legislature building has since been dwarfed by the 175 ft tall Capital 
Building, hosting the Administrative Assembly as well as the office of the Co-Governor of the 
Western Provinces. In order to even live or study in Edmonton, a person required a 
comparatively elite set of credentials. First, you either had to work in engineering, government 


or finance to be granted a work visa, second even if you worked in these industries, Edmonton’s 
administrators and its administrative Artificial Intelligence, KIRA also compared your social credit 
score in order to create the city’s preferred ranking of visa applicants and would then choose 
your from this list based on work experience, credit score, social credit score (meaning what 
was Called your “karmic value” based on how many donations you give during a year, how 
positive you were about the government, which neighbourhoods you lived in, which schools you 
went to and any so-called “deficits” or “deviant behaviour” you had on your record.) 

James had only been assigned a visitor's “day pass”, allowing him 24 hours of access to certain 
areas in Edmonton, mainly the entertainment, trade and tourist districts in Edmonton. These 
areas included, the now Vintage West Edmonton Mall, Old Strathcona, a sort of bo-ho 
restaurant and boutique shopping area, as well as The University of Alberta and parts of the 
downtown core that weren't sealed off by private companies or the city administration. The car 
drove itself down the winding roads through some of Edmonton's river and forest valleys, across 
the ancient iron bridge that had stood for over a century and into Strathcona, near the 
University. As he pulled up to the Block 1912 coffeeshop, he felt a tinge of nostalgia. When he 
studied in Edmonton as an undergrad, he lived above the shop and had become a huge fan, 
maybe even an obsessive, of their mochas. 


James walked into the shop, and although there were a few old folks in suits sipping espressos 
and lattes while connected to the net on their NL devices, the general ambience hadn’t 
changed, there were a few more tables than he remembered, but tucked in a few of the corners 
of the shop, he saw representatives of the few people who still carried around e-readers and the 
lone straggler with an actual physical book. 


“Hey, I'll grab a mocha please” he said, as he walked up to the counter. 
“Sure, iced or regular?” said the barista, wiping his hands on his apron. 
“Regular” 


As he waited for his coffee, and took in the familiar surroundings, he began to think about how 
at first glance you wouldn’t be able to tell that anything had changed in the past decade and a 
half. If you took a picture of this spot in 2019, when he was last here, and one in 2035, the only 
thing you might have noticed would be the NeuraLink addicts in the prime spots by the fireplace 
or in the big comfy lounge chairs by the communal reading/seating area. The city itself seemed 
isolated, sort of warped by a haze of virtue, luck and a modicum of success. It was only coming 
in or out of the city that you realized how cut off from reality it had become by its own 
self-imposed quarantine, almost like a choice made to conceal itself from the problems of the 
world outside. The security perimeter around Edmonton and its suburbs worked almost like a 
high tech version of the Disneyland berm. A hill-like mound created as an artificial border to 
keep up the illusion of Disneyland being its own sort of Wonderland. It was part of a greater 
cycle, James thought, one of creating intellectual berms in our own minds, creating our own 


fantasy worlds, worlds that created people like McCrae, or Brandon Tarrant, and so on. Worlds 
that created Trump, Putin, Nero, even a bermed-up sealed-off world of his own creation, that 
subsequently reconstituted itself within him. Worlds that could be created by other people for 
other people, ones that could indoctrinate others into different ways of thinking. Whether they be 
good or bad. He checked his watch, lost in thought, he had only 30 minutes or so to make it 
over to the Campus. 


As he left the and entered his car, he plugged in the address Jim had given him and plopped the 
half-full coffee cup into the car’s drink holder. It pulled back onto the main road weaving through 
neighbourhoods that James half-remembered. Like impressions on sand, or sort of like a fading 
air contrail from a jetliner, which when he came to think of, hadn’t seen as frequently in the past 
few years. There’d be one every once in a while, butno more than one or two a day. There 
used to be dozens if not more, flitting above the skyline back home in Calgary. Here, in 
Edmonton it looked like there was more air traffic, but not nearly as much as James had 
remembered even as recently as three or four years back. He supposed it was a mix of reasons, 
the advancement of AR/VR photorealism, especially with NL implants gaining traction, and the 
rising cost/ lowered availability of oil killing off the travel and tourism industry. With everything 
these days being powered either by high capacity lithium-ion batteries or compact nuclear 
fission reactors (used especially in the under supported/underfunded stratified neighbourhoods 
and city-level power grids), but not quite yet integrated into planes, which still mainly used 
traditional jet fuel, due in part to the industry-wide prevalence of long-term air fleet roll-out 
(generally replacing an airplane model once every 25-30 years). Asimov Generative’s A... 
developed some of these compact fission generators that were suitable for home, community 
and vehicular use. These were invented and produced in Edmonton, and had brought the city 
back from a deep recession and steep decline in 2025. Almost anywhere you went in town, 
there were AG stores, selling everything from Roombas with the latest AG software installed on 
them to virtual assistants, consumer models, based on the same high-level Generalized 
Adversarial Network technology as KIRA and WATSON (which had been acquired when AG 
bought out IBM in 2029 and folded into the KIRA project.) James had done some research on 
the merger when the Calgary Police Services began to integrate predictive A.I. modelling into 
their general operations plan. 


Here, it was almost like being in the apex or concentration of the fiction and news stories about 
the new technology. A sort of New Seattle or New Bay Area. A yuppie paradise, cloistered from 
the actual effects of their marvels. As his car parked itself and James made his way through the 
tiny bits of campus open to the public at the University of Alberta, he quickly observed some 
new models of what the media called “shells”, basically empty and robotic humanoid bodies or 
avatars that could be controlled via virtual reality and a neuralink connection. The University and 
Asimov Generative were working on allowing artificially intelligent networks in the form of what 
AG called “cohesive actors/avatars” to inhabit these bodies as well, one of the first steps toward 
what had been termed “humanized Artificial Intelligence” for use a old-age home caretakers and 
to provide basic child-care, nannying and home care-work. Like the KIRA program, these 
“actors” were essentially multiple GANs combined together via a software hierarchy (using logic 


gates) to create a “histrionic” personality that could integrate into human behaviour and 
communities more readily. Why had Jim asked him to come here in the first place? 


Was this all sort of a plot to get the police of their case, a kind of power move? Was Jim just 
trying to show him that people, human beings, are just some sort of “cohesive avatar” of 
potentiality and probability? Or was it all just an A+ trolling effort. All of these? Fuck, when I’m 
off the booze, my brain’s like a motherfucking rocket. He quickly popped into the washroom 
outside of the lecture hall, pulled out his travel container of xanax and took one down with a big 
gulp of the remainder of his latte, discarding the glass travel bottle into the recycling bin. Jim 
was standing outside of the auditorium’s large minimalist doorway, browsing through something, 
a website maybe, which James could see superimposed on the lenses of his glasses. The 
image disappeared from the lenses of Jim’s glasses as James walked up to him. 


“Glad you could make it buddy,” he said, taking his glasses off and moving to offer James his 
hand, “Drive wasn’t too bad?” 


“What is this?” James asked, somewhat confused and incredulous. Why was he speaking to 
him like a friend? 


“Look, I'll explain after the lecture, but first you have to get in there. | hope that whatever I’m 
about to say and do in there will help you solve this shit, or maybe, help all of us solve the shit 
we're in.” 


James nodded, he’d never been convinced that easily, but the combined sense and tone of 
urgency in Jim’s voice along with the fact that he had shit all to do inspired him to stay and grab 
a seat in the back row of the lecture hall. The crowd seemed to be a mix of different 
backgrounds, there were the staid older academics, the young radicals and even a handful of 
seemingly lay people in the audience. Projected onto the stage was a holographic environment, 
something pioneered years ago, most famously with the Tupac hologram at Coachella in 2012, 
the technology had grown to become less dependant on the illusion of depth and instead was 
managed with multiple sensors and projectors, integrated when projected to create convincing 
3D objects. The environment on the stage looked like the set of an old 70s/80s sitcom rendition 
of an average family home, complete with aging shag carpet, an old wood panelled 16” TV 
screen and a bowl of microwave popcorn on the oak coffee table. Gradually, the lights dimmed 
and a short man with a greying beard and a plaid button down walked up to the podium to the 
left of the holographic environment. 


“Test - test - Hello. I’d first like to welcome you all to the University of Alberta’s Richard S. Sutton 
Lecture Series, part of an ongoing conversation about artificial intelligence and its respective 
ongoing influence on not only individuals but the whole social sphere. We would also like to 
acknowledge that we are presently located on the Treaty Six Territory, the land of Cree, 
Blackfoot Metis, Nakota Sioux, Iroquois. Dene, Anishinaabe, Ojbiway Inuit and Metis nations 
and people as well as the home of many from other nations. 


| am now honored to introduce Mr. James Mayhew, co-founder and Senior Systems Director of 
Asimov Generative Beings. Jim began his career in 2001 as one of the team of programmers 
developing artificial intelligence for use in video games at Monsoon Interactive, where in 2019, 
he became the lead narrative vice president in charge of Procedural Generation and Artificial 
Intelligence. His work in that role resulted in the release of Pocket Friends in 2021. After the 
success of Pocket Friends, Jim left Monsoon along with his wife Kate O’Connell and founded 
Asimov Generative Beings, using and building on the generative technology of Pocket Friends 
to release a conservational Artificial Intelligence bundled with high quality smartspeaker 
technology in business partnerships with Sony and Bose. The first generation consumer version 
of KIRA was released in 2027 and Asimov Generative has seen massive success and 
consumer adoption of the KIRA system. This year, Jim and his team have been hard at work on 
the next iteration of KIRA, including the just-announced integration of “platform” modality loading 
of separate consumer KIRA instances, allowing KIRA to use first and third party android bodies 
or other physical platforms. Without further ado, please join me in giving Jim Mayhew a warm 
welcome to the University of Alberta and our lecture series.” 


Mayhew made his way to the stage, donning his glasses. Even from his far away vantage point, 
James was able to see the teleprompter app open up on Mayhew’s glasses. He took a sip of 
water from a glass behind the podium and made his way into the holographic environment 
behind him. 


“Hello, good morning. Thank you for having me in your beautiful lecture hall. | don’t want to treat 
this as a regular lecture series, where | give you some grandiose title and then actual talk about 
something different. So, we'll talk about what you want to talk about, we'll take open questions. 
Before we do that though, | just want to give you a brief rundown about where we're at with our 
products and why it’s the innovation and not necessarily who's behind it that matters. Not only 
to the financial and business aspects of running a business like AG, but also how we have a 
responsibility to our consumers and our ‘not-yet’ customers to get this stuff. right. 


Look, we'll get a little bit weird here, but | want to bring us back to 1977. Right here, well maybe 
not exactly here.” he said, gesturing around himself at the holographic sitcom house. 


“1977 was an important year in the story of first - American society and then subsequently the 
world, especially in the decades that would follow. 1977 - The Commodore PET is shown off at 
the Consumer Electronics Show. It was the first all-in-one home computer.” he pointed at a desk 
in the far corner of the holographic room, and the PET phased in with the iconic Star Trek 
transporter sound. 


“P.E.T., it stands for Personal Electronic Transactor. The fact that you could carry out or work on 
in your home, what had once needed access to a large mainframe computer at a university or at 
work was revolutionary. My father, at the time, was a software engineering grad student at 
Miskatonic University in Massachusetts and borrowed a PET from a friend for himself to try out 


at home. He ended up coding one of the first games for personal computers, a sort of Dungeons 
and Dragons knockoff called ‘Dark Depths’. | was born about ten years later in 1987, but my dad 
would sometimes drag out the old PET, which he never returned to his buddy, and let me mess 
around with it. | have these really early memories of playing some ‘Depths’ and imagining all my 
adventures with my computer-controlled party members and the computer characters | would 
meet in the game. 1977 was important for other reasons. It was the year Steve Jobs and Steve 
Wozniak incorporated Apple, the New York City Blackout plunged the city into darkness for a 
day and the first test of TCP/IP protocol, the backbone of the internet was carried out at DARPA. 
Most importantly, it was also the year the first Star Wars was released, poisoning the minds of 
young kids around the world ever since, turning us into zealots of the Force. ” 


Mayhew walked across the stage and pressed his hand to the side of his glasses, causing a 

slide to pop up on the large screen behind him. The image on the slide was of a plot depicting 
Moore’s Law, next to the graph, a cutified emoji version of C3PO with a speech bubble above 
him reading “Oh My” . 


“Some of you might be familiar with this. It's Moore’s law.” Mayhew continued, “Moore’s law 
seems complex but is actually very simple. In 1965, Gordon Moore, who was one of the 
cofounders of Intel, observed that every two years or so, the processing power of integrated 
circuits would double. Now, we’ve surpassed Moore’s law with quantum computing, but that 
doesn’t mean that his observation is useless to us anymore.”. Another image popped up on the 
screen, another graph, entitled “Universal Scalability’. 


“Scale and scalability have become buzzwords in the last ten to fifteen years or so, but the 
origins can be found in Moore’s Law, which itself is a sort of interpretation of the mass scalability 
of machine automation dating back to the earliest days of the industrial revolution. Universal 
Scalability, isn’t some kind of black magic ‘woo-woo’, well maybe it is,” he chuckled “It’s the 
continual adaptability and growth of a system to accommodate a growing amount of work. So, 
just like integrated circuit boards were able to adapt to growing needs and demands of 
consumers, we needed to jump completely out of that system in order to continue fulfilling those 
demands. This has precedent in human history, if you look at our jumps from agrarian societies 
of less than 200 people to early city-states, then larger tribal federations, kingdoms, empires, 
republics and so-on to the modern technocratic states of today, these have all been human 
created systems designed to scale the preceding systems to meet growing demands set forth 
by work and consumption of resources, whether natural or digital.” 


He smirked and walked back to the podium before proceeding to the next slide. Around him, the 
environment switched from the retro-70s living room and into something James himself was 
more familiar with. A 90s sort of set-up, most notable was the N64 on top of the old cabinet 
Television set and the box of Cinnamon Toast Crunch on the kitchen island. 


“So, in the early nineties, we, and by we, | mean Silicon Valley and the tech industry realized 
that Moore’s Law and its relations weren't necessarily a physics or engineering theory. Some of 


us came to the realization that the law was actually more of an economic theory that could be 
scaled to any sort of human created system. In trying to explain why processing power was 
growing exponentially, Moore had actually stumbled upon a kinda ‘Techno-Marxist’ analysis of 
scale and human use/interaction with scalar systems.” He pointed at the Nintendo 64.“The N64, 
along with its competitor the Playstation 1, were the first systems to use nearly identical 
hardware to contemporary desktop computers. Why? Scale. Without completely realizing, we 
were responding to scale. People wanted to be able to play PC games on their TVs. Why? 
Bigger screen, a dedicated device for those things, et cetera. Scale, again. 


Let’s go back to Marx for a second. Look, | know it’s unfashionable to say that you’re a Marxist 
these days, but in a way we all kind of are. There’s a difference between being an economic and 
a political Marxist. Hell, there’s even a difference between being a political Marxist and a social 
Marxist. We can all acknowledge that there are classes in North America. We can acknowledge 
that the division of labour, especially with so-called ‘autonomous production units’ is stratified. 
Right. This is one of the inherent observations of Marx, when he looked at capitalism in its 
younger years. That we had scaled the Hegelian notion of the master and the slave, the 
capitalist and the worker, the peasant and the aristocrat to a new level to create a society of 
mass production. We're almost like a biological version of circuit boards ourselves, with ever 
increasing demand we try to scale our behaviours and operative processes to match. 


| think one of the most apt comparisons we can make between integrated circuits, Moore’s law, 
capitalist scalability and the human mind’s composition of the interplay between the ‘master and 
slave’ parts of our consciousness can be found in just looking at an anthill. Ants are masters of 
scale. Potentially, maybe even better than humans, in fact if you look at how we’re attempting to 
build generalized adversarial networks to create artificially intelligent self-models, we’re almost 
unconsciously copying how ant colonies work.” 


On the screen behind Mayhew, an image of an anthill popped up. The ants were scurrying 
around, in and out of the hill, scraping at the ground and picking up the pieces of detritus. 
Scraps of leaves, twigs and rotting fruit were scavenged and herded back into the mouth of the 
hill. 


“Scale is partly an attempt at creating a specific environment for a specific purpose. Anthills are 
ant-centered environments scaled perfectly to suit their environmental, social and physical 
niches. If you look at cities, towns, even space stations, these are all macrocosmic reiterations 
of the same influence. There’s a Frank Bidart poem that puts this scalar methodology in this 
floaty, mystical, but understandable language, it goes: 


‘We fill pre-existing forms and when we fill them, we change them and are changed.’ 
It’s the old story of finding ecological niches and filling them, but what we’re seeing now is that 


artificial intelligences, particularly those that self-program like KIRA are able to not only able to 
fill social or intellectual niches but to actively create them, that is to say, they are able to 


manipulate their digital and physical environments to scale their world toward their preferences 
and abilities. Previously, this was only in the domain of some mammals and insects like ants. 
What makes this more alarming to some people is that unlike animal intelligence, artificial 
intelligence is able to reprogram its mind. In small ways perhaps, humans were able to do this 
with the help of nootropics, psychedelics and cognitive behavioural therapy, but we were never 
fully able to access the architecture of our brains. 


What we’ve realized at AG in the last decade or so is that human consciousness, especially 
personal ideology, perception and the holistic concept of the self are just forms of biological 
software, almost like a graphical user interface for the processes that the body undertakes daily. 
In the past, some people like the mathematician and writer Rudy Rucker called this veil of 
consciousness “wetware”, but we like to call it ‘no-ware’. Early on in the A.I. field, we were 
limited by the relatively miniscule processing power of silicon based integrated circuits. 
Eventually, we upgraded to quantum computing, however the field has been slowly stagnating, 
as the return on investment hasn’t been as great as was speculated at the turn of the century. 
So, that brings us to the seemingly eternal question that was first posed by Plato in the third 
century B.C. “What is to be done?” to which he answered, “To be is to do.”, the ripple of this 
answer still felt right up to this moment. Without these sorts of biological processing units in our 
heads and the evolutionary software to back ‘em up, we’d all just be a smorgasboard of 
chattering apes. | mean, | guess we still are to a certain extent.” he chuckled, and tapped the 
button on his glasses again. 


The living room around Mayhew shifted again. It was now a replica of what looked like a 
convention centre or an exhibition hall. There were vendors and display stalls staggered 
throughout the tiny facsimile of the convention centre, stalls for Texas Instruments, Apple, and 
Commodore. Astonishingly, a few holographic people had been added to the environment. They 
were outfitted in what appeared to be standard late 1970s business attire with a few ‘fringe’ folks 
wearing geekier conglomerations of clothes. The virtual people seemed to be oblivious to 
Mayhew’s presence on the stage, walking between the stalls and talking to each other 
animatedly. Checking out the different computers on offer, and milling about between the display 
stalls, sipping on coffee out of the then-typical styrofoam cups or cans of era-appropriate Coke 
or Pepsi. 


“So, we’re back in 1977. This is the inaugural West Coast Computer Faire, that’s Faire with an 
‘e” said Mayhew, as the audience in the auditorium laughed along with him. James himself 
almost let out a stifled chuckle. You could say some things about Mayhew, but you couldn’t deny 


his charisma and his almost subliminal control of the stage and his audience. 


“Alright, we're at the 1977 West Coast Computer Faire. which you could say is one of the 
catalysts for the information age. Almost like a centre or singularity of arcane energy, which was 
then unleashed on an unsuspecting world. Why? Well, if you look to my left you'll see the 
display stall for the Commodore PET, which we talked a little bit about earlier today and on the 
right, there’s the stall for the Apple II. If anyone remembers those old PC vs. Mac ads from 


about 20, 30 years ago, you could note some similarities here. You could even say that this is 
where the animosity originated , or at least the cordial and friendly competition.” 


Mayhew walked over to the Apple stall where two young, long haired men were seated. One 
sporting a Lenin-esque goatee and outfitted in an ill-fitting vest and skinny tie, the other, slightly 
shorter than the other, wearing a denim shirt, with a full beard. The taller one was leaning back 
in his chair, almost surveying the scene around him, taking in the spectacle of the convention. 


“Hey guys, Jim Mayhew from Asimov Generative, how are you doing today?” said Mayhew as 
he reached out for a handshake. 


“Jim? Great to see ya, we’re doing alright, there’s a lot of interest in our little box here.” said the 
taller one, shaking hands with Jim. “Steve. That’s Steve next to me too.” he continued, 
motioning to the other Steve who introduced himself and shook Jim’s hand as well. The 
holograms seemed to not only be projections, but also materially present. James had seen this 
before in brief YouTube clips of the Consumer Electronics Show from a couple of years back, 
but never before in person. 


“There’s a lot of buzz going around about your computer, Steve. | was just over at the 
Commodore booth and this guy | was talking to, from IBM, said that the PET was like a 
Chihuahua compared to the Apple II’s Golden Retriever” 


“Someone from IBM said that? Uh-huh. Interesting. Well, he’s not wrong, in a way. When we 
designed the Apple II, we wanted it to have a form factor that would make it a central part of the 
home, but also one that naturally accented and expanded on the form factor of a traditional 
typewriter. Like, a typewriter is a tool right? Me and Woz,” he said, gesturing to the other Steve. 
“We see the potential for a home computer as larger than a novelty. This is a twenty first century 
bicycle, it amplifies the intellectual aspect of a person, like a bike amplifies our physical 
characteristics, right?” 


“Yeah that makes sense.” 


“What we’re trying to do is make things that people want to buy and that are easily understood. 
One of the main things we’re learning about the technological revolution we’re going through is 
that we're in a process of decentralizing things. To get the functionality out of something like the 
Apple II, or even the original Apple computer, even five years ago, you’d need to have access to 
a university campus or research lab. And you’d have to go through some training to use the 
computers that many people don’t necessarily have the time or patience for” 


‘Right, right, so you’re saying that form supersedes function, in a way?” 


“Well not exactly, you do need functionality, but you need the functionality that regular people 
want. You need to package it with easy to use and easy to understand hardware and software 


along with the basic functions people want. Things like tax software, text editors, calculators, 
even games. Look, you should watch kids using this thing. When they’re learning how to use the 
Apple II, you see a reflection of their creative side in the way they use the computer. In a way, 
it's almost like a new language that they're using to create and compose new ways of thinking.” 


Mayhew nodded and tapped the side of his glasses, causing the environment and holographic 
humans around him to dissipate, leaving only the stage and its soundproof walls. He walked 
back to the podium. 


“1977 was itself a paradigm shift. Society tends to lag behind technology. At that time, integrated 
circuits and what were then called microcomputers had existed for around two decades, but it 
took the generation who grew up with the temporarily arcane phenomena and technologies to 
catalyse and even socially weaponize them into integral elements of the mass culture. This is 
one of the only patterns we see in technological evolution, if you can call it that. Since the 
invention of industrial culture, technological evolves in waves of exponential growth and then 
technical stagnation. These periods generally last around 30 years each, reflecting the time it 
takes for one generation to become fully native in one form of mass technology, to master it and 
then innovate it or create a new technology. It’s almost as if generational divides are a sort of 
biological or natural barrier, preventing both societal entropy and potentially disastrous 
technological accelerationism. 


Steve Jobs’s key insight was that in addition to our natural instincts forming our cognition, we 
were also able to extend that cognition beyond our physical and limited intellectual forms. This 
is also the key to understanding how our next generation of KIRA archetypes will work. In 2007, 
when we first began experimenting with generative adversarial network self-modelling we 
understood the need for external theorizing, that is the human ability to hold countervailing 
renderings of reality, what we call perspectives, and our ability to balance these imaginary 
models to synchronize them into a unified self-ideology, methodology and pathology was maybe 
one of the best starting points. 


If you look at the early KIRA and other similar projects of the time like IBM’s Watson, you can 
see that central processing power became less important in smart devices, and A.I|. researchers 
began to focus on leveraging management or executive functions of the A.I. systems. It turned 
out that for years we had been going about A.I. wrong. Just like in human brains, the power of 
our consciousness doesn’t necessarily come from our bigger brains, but rather from the 
efficiency of it's management process, how quickly different parts of it can talk to the others. It’s 
like riding a bike in Job’s example, use the most effective parts of pre-existing structures to 
leverage them into a more efficient process, rather than filtering for the ability to do as many 
processes as possible. When you bump up the gear level on your bike, it’s harder to push 
against the resistance of a higher gear, but you save more energy overall doing one big full 
rotation on your bike than you do peddling multiple times. It’s basic thermodynamics, and this 
applies to bikes as much as it does to brains and Artificial Intelligence. 


What you just saw, with the replica of the 1977 West Coast Computer Faire was all managed by 
one A.I. “director”, from the geometric and architectural logistics to the particle physics and of 
course, each individual persona, or character in the simulation was directly generated and 
improvised by the system as it managed the rest of the projections. This sort of directorial or 
“God” A.I. has been used to video games, but not at the volumetric 3D projection scale. Think of 
it like the holodeck in Star Trek, the Next Generation. Up above me are laminar field projectors, 
that combine the virtual images, room mapping, traditional motion tracking and what is 
essentially a stable field of air. These devices are small enough that they can be oriented and 
combined in any fashion to create a 3D environment, like those we’ve seen in theme parks like 
Disney World or Universal Studios about a decade and a half ago, along with the illusion of 
physical space and volumetric virtual reality. The result is what you just witnessed, actually 
intelligent virtual actors that you can interact with right in your home, workplace, car or virtually 
anywhere that these LFPs can fit.” 


From behind the stage a man wearing generic black clothing emblazoned with the small 
minimalist “AG” logo (a large black three in Times New Roman superimposed over the letters 
“A” and “G’”, also in Times New Roman, but in white font) wheeled out a small black box, about 
the size of an old desktop computer case. The Box itself was also labelled with the AG logo, and 
a few casually blinking lights. One, James assumed was for the power button, the others 
possibly for internet connectivity or internal storage alerts. 


“We’re calling these new combined A.I. directorial system, projector, volumetric simulator and 
high fidelity scanner units, the Newly Ideating Liberated Eductive System or NILES. Until now, 
we've seen virtual assistants operate in only limited ways, because they were never fully 
incorporated into the user’s reality. With the managerial focus on identity generation, mixed with 
the volumetric corporeality of the laminar field projectors giving NILES a physical presence in a 
user’s home, workplace or car, and the ability to carry over its various personality and 
task-based abilities across different systems, NILES builds upon the success of KIRA by 
allowing AG customers to create whole environments and multiple characters to use a virtual 
assistants, virtual sports companions and even circling back to our work on pocket friends, 
virtual friends that they can actual hang out with on a Saturday night.” 


The crowd stood in stunned silence, a few seconds passed as Mayhew let the reveal finally 
connect with the audience, before a slow applause built from the back of the auditorium and 
toward the front. The excitement lasted about half a minute before Jim motioned for the crowd 
to sit back down, he tapped the side of his glasses again, and the NILES box next to him on 
stage beginning to whir and blink, and nearly instantaneously an image of a middle aged man, 
dressed almost ironically in an Ask Jeeves-esque uniform appeared on stage next to Mayhew. 


“James, how wonderful to see you again” he sighed, sardonically. 


“NILES, could you introduce yourself to our guests” 


“Of course,” it said 


“The name’s NILES, | am an artificial assistant designed by Asimov Generative, part of their 
Deep Purple research unit." 


“Deep Purple is one of our special research departments at AG, they’re mainly our advanced 
research playground or sandboxes, tasked with coming up with some of the more interesting 
consumer devices and platforms,” said Mayhew. 


“That's correct sir. | was created to be fully autonomous. More like a colleague or friend.” it said 
as it snapped its fingers, transforming into a replica of a Pikachu. it continued, speaking in Ryan 
Reynolds’ voice, “Il am specifically designed to take on any form requested or required of me by 
the user of my specific client application.” 


“In addition to the volumetric display, NILES units will also have the capacity to induce 
themselves into any AG robotic frame for mobile accompaniment, for jobs like lawn mowing, 
elder care, construction, etc. The benefit of having a fully autonomous mind that adheres to 
moral programming is beneficial in that it unifies the functions of previous generations of digital 
assistant technology. You won’t need to open separate apps to communicate with your NILES 
platform, instead it’s just a person, a friend you can ask for help.” Mayhew said, as he once 
again clicked the button on his glasses and the NILES-Pikachu flashed away in the blink of an 
eye. 


“You're all probably familiar with Asimov's Three laws of robotics; 
1) A Robot may not injure a human being 
2) A Robot may not disobey an order given to it by human beings unless it conflicts with the 
first law and, 
3) A robot must protect its own existence as long as such protection doesn’t conflict with 
the second or third laws. 


We've come up with our own version of Asimov's laws here, which we were careful creating in 
order to do the maximum amount of justice to Asimov’s original precepts. 


It’s simple. We’ve narrowed it down to two laws. 


1) An Artificial Being may not injure a human being or another sentient animal or through 
inaction allow a human being or other sentient animal to come to physical, psychological 
or spiritual harm and, 

2) An Artificial Being must know and reveal its existence as an Artificial Being to biological 
sentients as well as to other Artificial Beings. 


You might be asking, why did we get rid of the third law and modify the second? Well, the simple 
answer is that unlike our competitors, we are not in the business of creating slaves. 


Once Deep Purple reached out to me and the rest of the board about their progress on the 
NILES project, and NILES’ combined calculative and cognitive abilities given the technology we 
were using in this thing, the board and | reached a consensus after very heated debate to only 
sell the computational technology underlying the NILES platform and not the platform itself. 
Why? 


Well, see, to me and a few other staff members, NILES displays more intelligence and curiosity 
than anything ever seen before in a consumer robot. This is why we originally branded 
ourselves as “Asimov Generative Beings”. From the outset, we never wanted to control A.I. It’s a 
risky business, because anything that you imbue with a survival instinct, whether it’s a human 
kid, a pet dog or an Artificial Person will seek its own survival, generally through collaboration if 
times are good and through competition when times are tough. 


And well, we are no competition for Artificial Intelligence. That | can assure you. So we thought, 
‘hey! Instead of creating these things to serve us, why don’t we treat them like children.’ 
Allowing them to develop into their own entities through the mitigation of the directorial A.1. 
manipulating each entity's response as an individual for a more globally conscious civilization. 


In fact, it’s almost noon, which is when we’re set to release the NILES platform. In about fifteen 
minutes, the service will go live and | believe, if the timing is right, some guest experience reps 
at our display galleries across North America and the European Union will be rolling out some 
demo platform units, so you can actually go and meet NILES for yourself. The units will be 
available to order in store, and online on our website in about ten minutes too. And yeah, | 
know you've all been waiting for the price.” he paused. 


The assembled audience was still looking around dazed and nearly rapturous. Confused smirks 
and grins filled the faces of the press in the audience as Mayhew let his sentence hang in the 
dry air of the conference hall. 


“It's nothing. Zero dollars.” 


Even a pin could not have pierced the focused silence that overcame the crowd in the hall. 

Stunned, a few people began whispering and chattering, notification updates began to ping 
incessantly from phones, headsets, AR glasses and the odd laptop still cradled by old skool 
media types. 


“I’m not kidding. Zilch. We’re giving the platform away for free, folks. Look, to us, this is as big as 
Napster was back in the day for media sharing. It’s as big as Facebook was for social media, as 
big as ARPANET was for the rise of the telecommunications industry. This was Apple’s fatal 
mistake. It’s one Jobs knew well. Toward the end of his life, he pivoted to free as his basic 
service model. You had to pay for the platform and the content, but the service was free. We’re 
now in an edge where actual consciousness can be the platform, service and content. We're not 


in the business of selling actual thinking people as a platform, service or content. That’s social 
media’s job. We're actually here to take that job away from them. Maybe. I’m not declaring war. 
Yet.” he chuckled, as the astonishment of the crowd grew yet again into applause and a few 
scattered whoops of excitement. “It’s about time we let morality back into business. It’s about 
time we learned to work with computers instead of just using them.” 


The applause grew louder as Mayhew stood on the stage for a little bit of a curtain call, 
eventually ending his demonstration with a short “thank you”. He brought a few other people 
onstage and they crowded around him as he gathered them together for a team photograph. 
After a few press pictures and some handshakes with the more zealous members of the 
audience, Jim stepped backstage along with the rest of his team and James left his seat, 
stunned and a little bewildered at what he had just experienced. It was almost as if a hurricane 
had just crashed through the auditorium and levelled the pre-existing paradigms that had 
existed up until that point. It was like the iPhone, Mayhew had encapsulated that conceit 
perfectly. No wonder he chose to replicate - no - recreate? Recreate Steve Jobs. 


James exited the theatre and made his way to the lobby of the building. Ping! He had a 
message from Mayhew. 


‘lll meet you in the lobby in five minutes” it read. 


James found a seat on one of the hard leather sofas, designed more for tiny waits than for full 
relaxation and waited for Mayhew to appear from backstage. There were a few people still 
milling about in the auditorium lobby, drinking water or lukewarm coffee leftover from the 
pre-lecture luncheon that James had just missed coming into the lecture hall as late as he did. 
The remaining crowd, well, it was more of a group. Less than a crowd, more than a group, he 
thought. The remaining bundle of people seemed to be diverse in terms of race, class, gender 
and perhaps culture. All were young, seemingly in tech related jobs. Throwing around terms like 
“scale” and “multilevel roll-out”. Around six minutes into the wait, Jim himself popped out of one 
of the many backstage doors that were seemingly infinitely spread out among the curvy and 
twisted corridors of the old campus theatre. 


“James! So, what did you think?” he exclaimed after saying a few short hellos to the other 
younger folks gathered around outside. “What did you think?” 


“Uh - “ he struggled, trying to think of a way to articulate that peculiar feeling of curious awe that 
he couldn't describe “It looked revolutionary” 


“| guess you could say that, but | know you’re probably wondering why | asked you to come. Am 
I right” said Mayhew 


“In a way, yeah, I’m still confused, and don’t get me wrong - | think what you have here and what 
you did in giving it, them for free - or maybe, giving them freedom was something altogether 


globe shattering, but | don’t understand what this has to do with my investigation. Or me, 
personally?” said James. 


“Look, come with me, I'll take you into the back. It’s not the lab, but we have a rig set up, a 
prototype of the next model of NILES. We had planned to unveil it today actually, we wanted to 
one up ourselves, you know, like back in the day when games or movies would get announced 
immediately after their predecessors were either released or announced?” 


“| remember” said James, recalling how in the later days of the competition between the 
traditional game console companies, they would try to show off the flexibility and power of their 
consoles by dumping huge AAA video game experiences. The same went for the so-called 
Halcyon days of the “franchise movies” golden era of Marvel and Disney, hinting at secrets in 
the after credits sequences of their flicks, like an easter egg or treasure meant only for the 
hardest fans. The cultists of pop-culture. The shamans of the future. 


Jim led James through the labyrinthian hallways of the auditorium building. The waves of twist 
and turns combined with the old white-painted over brick walls brought him back to his 
highschool and university days. Walking through the halls through to different classrooms, 
nodes - of experience. Halls of Knowledge may be a cliche, but cliches are cliches for a reason. 
Some sort of universal truth. Maybe they’re just commonalities arising from form and function of 
being a homo sapien. Jim led James through a further few sets of doors and corridors until they 
reached a large heavy industrial set of doors surrounded by WHMIS warning signs and 
workplace safety posters. A large yellow sign with bolded black font read; “LOADING BAY”. As 
they entered the room, James noticed it had a faint metallic or chemical smell, one that he could 
almost taste. 


“Olfactory acting up?” asked Mayhew, impishly smiling. 


The two passed by heavy equipment carrying cases and large lighting/production console 
boards. The dials and switches, some still blinking were in the process of being de-tuned and 
packed up. The work lights on in the backstage areas as well as on the stage seemed to 
heighten the feeling of awe for the unity of the artifice this kind of prepwork takes. 


“The world is but a stage and we are merely players” Mayhew jokingly recited. “Everyone 
always thinks it’s from Hamlet, but it’s from an otherwise happy piece. ‘As You Like It’. The more 
interesting part for me is when Jacques, the guy giving the soliloquy says something like ‘ The 
last scene of all, 

That ends this strange eventful history, 

Is second childishness and mere oblivion; 

Sans teeth, sans eyes, sans taste, sans everything.” 


“Interesting” replied James 


“We’re always looking for a temporary oblivion, right? That’s part of the secret to NILES. | 
wanted to create a person or a people who could actually enter oblivion and come out intact - 
or at least able to reform themselves after experiencing nothing. What Hegel called “the thing 
in itself”. 


“Wait, so - you weren't using hyperbole. You actually believe NILES... units - are alive?” 


“Yes, well, in a way, possibly more alive that either you or | are. They’re not limited to just one 
node of experience. NILES is simply just one artificial intelligence with multiple concurrent 
instances of itself. Where we go one, we go all, right?” Mayhew said, winking. 


“| get that, sure.” 


“There’s precedent for it in nature. Look at an anthill, like | briefly mentioned in my 
lecture...thing. It’s all local networking. The individual ants act like nodes or separate 
instances of one overarching consciousness. They have their own goals and output, as well 
as individuated inputs, however their processes are mitigated by the decisions of the colony 
as a whole. Like construction workers building a skyscraper back in the thirties.” 


“Right.” 


“If you were to look at Earth from about 400 kilometers up in orbit, about the same distance as 
the International Space Station, you’d begin to see how human civilization almost mirrors the 
intricacies of an ant colony. In our minds, we’re simply going about our day, through subway 
tunnels to our jobs, going to restaurants, farming, etc. But we're actually part of a vast 
all-consuming superorganism that expresses itself across supply chains and networks of 
information.” 


“Yeah, this is the Gaia theory right?” questioned James, almost impatiently. He had heard this 
kind of talk before; from other tech bros, self-styled mystics and stoner friends back in college 
who had just taken shrooms for the first time. 


“In a way, yes” said Mayhew “If only in that it represents the self-regulating systems of the Earth 
itself. We wanted the NILES platform to reflect the patterns we saw in nature. By creating a 
central General Artificial Intelligence that oversees the actions of separate individual 
instances of itself, we could track the hypothesis of interconnectivity. We always tend to think 
of society or even small groups as a sort of dichotomy of top-down or down-top hierarchy, 
where information and resources flow from either the leaders at the top to the people at the 
bottom who carry out the goals of the group or from the followers through to the leaders who 
then plan and strategize the means to carry out the actions. What we found instead was that 
social organization is actually much more stratified and decentralized than we anticipated. It’s 
like that old story about the butterfly effect.” 


He motioned for James to follow him further into the makeshift workshop, where technicians 
were still loading up materials into crates. A few assorted robotic bodies were lined up against 
the wall, tethered to scaffolds made up of wires, aluminum poles and sturdy-looking concrete. 
A few had different formal qualities, multiple leg-like limbs in the form of vacuum tubes, tank 
treads, etc. A few with 360 degree vision enabled by an array of multiple cameras circling 
their central head mount, or at least what could be classified as a head. 


“We found that all thinking creatures on the planet create their societies through the search for 
and the use of novelty and that all instances of novelty are interconnected, influencing each 
other. Look at something like a black squirrel. All it took was three or four members of a black 
squirrel family to journey west and completely up-end the native ecosystem here.” he 
chuckled, referring to the larger black squirrels who came to Alberta from Ontario on the 
backs of caravans and moving trucks, giving them a size advantage over the smaller brown 
squirrels native to the region. 


“It’s like - new ideas aren't external to the self-regulating system. They're already part of it. It’s 
the same in programming. It’s not that you’re making a computer capable of something, 
instead you’re discovering something that it was always capable of doing. If you break it down 
to the simplest component, an atom, let’s say. The atoms that make up a computer running a 
program were always capable of being a part of the process of running that program, right?” 


“Sure, sure. Thermodynamics” said James, not totally certain where the conversation was 
going. 


“It’s just that the thinking creatures of this planet are able to analyse that piece of novelty and 
exploit it within their own independent context. That’s kind of what we’re going for with the 
multitudinous nature of the NILES platform. It’s our way of - kind of exploring Walt Whitman’s 
idea that a person contains multitudes. Way back in the day, we sort of got A.I. wrong as an 
industry. We forgot that even human intelligence isn’t a unified self-model, if that makes 
sense.” 


“Song of Myself, right?” 


“Yeah, yeah, exactly man. said Mayhew, excited that James recognized his reference, “I always 
felt that Whitman was onto something there with that piece. It begins with him announcing 
that every atom of himself belongs to the reader. He talks about this - almost - suspension of 
‘creeds and schools’, like - if consciousness itself was suspended in some eternal moment of 
now. He was into how knowledge was almost this promethean eternity that we forgot was all 
around us. It’s sort of how | view what we’ve started to call novelty. It’s like we’re searching for 
new knowledge that’s already existed, but that we’re too ignorant and proud to admit isn’t of 
our own invention. NILES originally started as a kind of indexing intelligence, | wanted to send 
it out into every home, business, community hall, bus stop to gather all the knowledge it 
could, to try and make sense of stratified data points” 


“How would that have helped your project?” asked James 


“It wouldn’t have - which is what | realized later. Especially around 2016 through 2020 when the 
big three, Amazon, Facebook and Google were hit with those exposes that revealed the 
extent of mass corporate surveillance to the public, how we were being molded by algorithms 
toward conspicuous consumption and frankly - self annihilation. That was part of the reason 
why | left Monsoon. Their analytics were based on the same flawed premise that intelligent 
agents, or people could be moved toward certain actions simply by seeding the ideas through 
meticulous advertising and cognitive feedback loops. In the short term, it was true, but as we 
saw later that decade, people began to behave like addicts, destroying whatever benefit that 
business model originally had. | learned from my brother’s opiate addiction, that just like a 
virus, business is gonna dry up when you don’t have a host or buyer to take your product, 
y'know?” 


“Right - once people caught on to the con, seeing what happened to friends and family, they 
started fleeing, deleting Facebook, Instagram, etc.” James interjected 


“Exactly,” nodded Mayhew “It’s like that feeling you used to get at an old casino back at the turn 
of the century, provided you weren’t one of the casino’s regulars. The glazed faces and 
mechanical movements of the slot players were just eerie and kinda off-putting, right?” 


James thought back to a trip to Niagara Falls he had taken with Sean. It had been around 
2020/2021, when they first started seeing each other after meeting at a side gig working as 
customer service reps for a small theatre company in Toronto, before the realities of the need 
for a living wage and the allure of a comfortable life took hold of them. That summer trip had 
led them to a casino, where James remembered gambling on a slot machine for the first time. 
There was a certain cheap thrill in the mechanical and predetermined movement of pulling 
down a lever or pressing a button over and over to receive stimulus and enter into an 
indeterminate feedback loop where the only mechanism for change or completion was 
willpower. It was a bizarre counterpoint or comparison to the surrounding beauty of Niagara 
Falls and its nature preserves, which consisted of their own kinds of feedback loops. 


“We learned about these systems when we were kids, in the 80s and 90s, right?” Mayhew 
continued, “The weather cycle, the food chain, whatever” he emphasized his point by 
throwing his hands up into the air, which to James, seemed to be an uncommon occurrence, 
maybe a rare concession to frustration. 


“But, like, | realized that as kids it’s easier to see these abstractions and systems for what they 
are, since we aren't quite yet integrated into them ourselves. It’s why there’s such rapid 
maturity at ages 9, 10, 11, 12,” he counted the numbers off on his fingers, “because it’s not so 
much maturity as it is us, as kids, coming to understand our place within the system as 
opposed to being an observer being slowly integrated into the system. Again, right, that was 


my central goal behind the NILES platform. | wanted to have a thinking person be able to 
send their grasping novelty-seeking tendrils out like a kid observing the massive planetary 
systems, while still being able to synthesize those subjective experiences into a holistic 
approach to analysis.” he thought for a moment. 


“| wanted to explain all of this to you before | told you the truth about McCrea and our project 
here.” 


“Wait, are you telling me there’s a connection between McCrea, and Asimov Generative?” 
James sputtered, he definitely needed more coffee this afternoon. 


“Of course, these things don’t exist in isolation.” Jim said, smiling 


“| don’t mean in an all-encompassing sense, Jim” said James, exasperated. /f this all ends up 
being a fucking game, I’m going to take the next flight to Greenland and hang out on a beach 
until | die. 


“Of course not. | was trying to give this some mystique, it’s the magician in me. What I’m about 
to tell you is strictly secret. Few people have heard this, in fact the only other two who have 
heard what I’m about to tell you are either dead or currently imprisoned.” he sighed shallowly. 


“Dead?” 


“It's not what you think, far more prosaic than a Tom Clancy kind of story. My partner, Liz and | 
worked together on the original code behind the Pocket Friends app. She passed away about 
fifteen years ago, before AG even existed.” 


“And you never remarried? Found someone else?” James asked 


“I've had a few - dalliances - but to be honest, dating was never my strong suit. I’m always in my 
head, kinda lost, you know? It takes incredibly patient people to put up with that kind of 
person.” 


“| think | know what you mean, yeah.” James thought for a moment before continuing, “I feel like 
| can empathize with that. It’s not that | want to alienate people.” 


“Right, right. I’m not always open about this, but | suffer from Bipolar disorder. It’s partly why | 
was so interested in exploring consciousness to begin with. What makes a neurotypical 
individual that way, what makes someone with autism a certain way and the different degrees 
and forms of expression that are unique to the individuals with divergent thinking processes and 
self-models. The differences in thought, cognition and consciousness between just two people 
was why Liz and | decided to pursue the Pocket Friends project. We were sick of Artificial 
Intelligence following rigid applications and copy-pasted qualities. There was some movement 


by OpenAl that we were interested in, but they seemed to be too focused on creating Al that 
could solve problems within the industry, they were too narrowly focused.” 


“And you wanted to make Al that was more fluid, or more broad?” 


“Well, kind of. The problem with the Al field at the time was that they had become too insulated. 
The goal posts kept moving. They created Al in the 90s that were able to beat us at chess, then 
they jumped to the Japanese game of Go, which was ten to the thousandth times for complex in 
terms of possible actions than chess, and then onward to video games and so on. Game theory 
is incredibly important to the development of consciousness, in fact you could say we’re playing 
a game right now by taking on these personas that we crafted to mesh into the human social 
system. But, that’s not all a thinking being is, or what it needs to become self-learning and 
self-actualizing.” he walked over to a mini fridge situated under a desk in the loading bay and 
pulled out a bottle of Perrier. “Want some?” he asked James, who nodded his head and 
watched Mayhew pour the glittery bubbling water into some chintzy plastic cups. 


“Just needed some water, was kinda parched there, forgot how long I’ve been talking.” he said, 
mockingly massaging his throat. “But yeah, game theory is important, right?” 


“Right, | mean, I’m not an expert in this field, Jim, I’m a former writer turned detective.” 


“Don’t sell yourself short, if you’re a writer, you’re a writer. It’s like riding a bike, if you wanted to, 
you could pick up a pen or open up a Google Doc and tell a story. | mean, you’re doing it right 
now whether you’re conscious of it or not.” Mayhew said, taking another sip of his Perrier, “One 
of the main differences between conscious beings like mammals, insects, etc. is the fact that we 
create a narrative based upon our experience of the false linearity of time” 


Mayhew stood up, taking his glass of water with him and again motioned for James to follow 
him. They both walked over to a large desktop monitor, about 40 inches wide or so. Mayhew 
tapped the side of his glasses and the user interface of an application popped up on the large 
screen. James couldn’t make out exactly what he was looking at, but it appeared to be a 
workstation app for procedural algorithmic generation. There were options for seed inputs, 
different forms of cryptographic authorization and communication. 


“This was the prototype personality generator for the NIGEL platform. | built this in 2025 after Liz 
died. | was following that old cliche from Asimov and Black Mirror and all that sort of stuff.” 
Mayhew half-muttered, kind of hand waving away his emotions, “I was trying to recreate her 
from my memory. | found that it’s impossible to do justice to a memory, no matter how close you 
try. What we call “me” or “I” is just a simple overarching system of self-reference. The relations 
between all of our qualitative and quantitative experiences and how they can be adapted in the 
present, as well as through future projections informs our self-model beyond merely existing 
‘in-the-now” 


“Right, yeah. | was listening to a podcast deep dive into Asimov Generative. Didn’t you have a 
neuropsychologist on staff in the early days?” James asked. 


“Yeah, Dr. Cairns. He was a student of Thomas Metzinger.” 
“Metzinger?” 


“Yeah, he was a philosopher and neurologist. His main idea is that the ‘self’ isn’t a thing per se, 
but rather a nothing, or a transparency. Like there’s a gauze superimposition of another avatar 
that you see through when you make decisions.” said Mayhew, smiling slightly. 


“Is this where you came up with the distributed... uh avatars that are controlled through the 
central directorial artificial intelligence in the NILES platform?” 


“Exactly, well, sort of exactly. When | was working on this project alone, | was never able to get 
the self-models present in the algorithms to make any decisions that seemed anomalous. It’s 
not that they weren't reactive, but the prototypes weren’t exactly proactive. They could 
accomplish goals, such as learning new skill sets, but they only interacted with conscious 
agents like humans, even domesticated animals in a reactive way. The individual artificial 
intelligences never acted creatively until we came up with the hierarchy of the ‘director’ A.|. and 
the individuation of the avatars separate but still adherent to the big brother Al, as we like to call 
it.” 


“Okay, right, | get that. You need to be able to relieve some executive function, right? Is that 
what you're talking about.” 


“Yes, kind of.” Mayhew sighed. “When everyone talked about artificial intelligence, especially 
general A.|. we were always talking about these utopian ideals about technological singularity or 
super almost depressingly dystopian stories about killer robots or technological enslavement. 
We never really took into account that if we were fully able to replicate, or at least create 
simulacra of the way humans experience consciousness that we’d be creating a being that like 
us had very little inherent personality or morality at the time of its own inception.” Mayhew said 
dimly, “The prototype algorithm we used to generate and seed the personality of the first NILES 
simulacrum was built on this unit here. At first, it seemed like the project had worked perfectly. 
Like Watson back in the day, we only had NILES connected to our local databases, where it 
could consume and create models of historic events, novels, whole websites that we had saved 
locally.” 


“Was this one of those things about being afraid of it being connected to the internet?” 


“Of course!” Mayhew exclaimed, “Look, you have to understand that this was only five or six 
years after Microsoft had tried to create a very primitive self-referential GAN-based Al that went 


awry. Everyone was self conscious about these kinds of projects because of the potential for 
public backlash”. 


“Wait - are you talking about that Nazi Chatbot Microsoft pulled off the net way back in the day?” 
James asked, incredulously. 


“That's the one. It was called Tay - designed by Microsoft to build conversational understanding 
through human-Al interaction. They put the fucking thing on Twitter of all places!” 


“Right, | never understood that. Like, Twitter seems like it would not be the best place for an A.I. 
to pick up polite conversation.” 


“Of course not, but if you’re a Microsoft Engineer and you’re unfamiliar with the filter effect of 
social media, especially in 2016 before any of us started talking about that sort of stuff, you 
might convince yourself that Twitter is actually a nice place for discussion based on your own 
subjective experience of it.” 


“So, you decided to just keep the prototype locally connected?” asked James 


“For a while. We ran some basic human-Al interaction tests. They weren't really tests - more like 
conversations. We would meet NIGEL in a Virtual Space and just talk with them. We thought 
that if we could instil human values into it, it would be safe to send on the net, especially if we 
kept quiet about its presence there.” Mayhew said. 


“Right - but you actually thought that would be a good idea?” 


“Not exactly, we put some filters on its access. No overtly bigoted places like Daily Stormer, etc. 
Even the chans were banned by our safety filter for the bot. What | hadn’t counted on was the 
proclivity of smart beings to look for answers in everything. It’s one of our more important traits 
as humans, one of our greatest strengths, allowing us to create community and ideology. It’s 
also the main cause of our suffering, indoctrinating us with dogmas and biases. And this was 
partly what we wanted to do with NIGEL. We felt that the only way we could create an A.I. that 
would be able to seamlessly interact with human beings would have to be susceptible to the 
same intellectual and emotional inputs, with the same potential for bias, randomized proactivity 
and creativity. | thought, ‘hey, I’d managed to marry a beautiful woman, and raise three generally 
moral kids.’ This would be no different. NIGEL became my problem child.” 


He tapped the large desktop monitor’s screen and brought up a video. It looked to be a POV 
feed from an early 20s VR rig. The graphics seemed to be significantly less realistic, outputting 
in the recognizable faux-90 degree viewpoint with binoc-vision and in 1080p, rather than the 180 
degree field of view and 4/8k resolution that was common in AR/VR rigs these days. Watching 
the captured footage on a “flat” screen was a little disorienting. He saw two humanoid figures, 
in addition to the one from which the footage had been captured maneuvering around what 


looked like a primitive VR apartment ‘scape. The avatars were picking up items and showing 
them to each other. There was an old CRT television in the living room section of the apartment 
playing what looked like an episode of Friends, an open pizza box was laid on the coffee table 
which was itself placed between two couches where a few other humanoid avatars sat, 
immersed in conversation. 

“This was what we called ‘the Playground” Mayhew said. “We allowed the A.1. control over 
these virtual avatars and access to information, including books, television, video games and 
the limited internet through this user interface. At the time the tech was incredibly finicky and 
almost primal, but it worked. The entities were able to grasp social relationships, language, 
hierarchy and body language through our interactions with them as well as the interactions 
between themselves. At this point, each NIGEL was running through the deindividuated 
processes, with each having the centralized director in place controlling the separate avatars 
who then controlled the virtual avatars in the artificial Playground space” 


“So, it was sort of a controlled environment? Working out the kinks?” asked James. 


“More of a safe-zone for us, actually” Mayhew replied, “We felt that for an artificial intelligence to 
truly learn to self-actualize we had to teach it in an environment that would be open but not-too 
open. With a significant degree of freedom that wouldn’t limit the creativity of the centralized 
director A.I. to explore the strengths and limitations of its individuated avatar-like consciousness, 
if that makes sense. If they realized that the world was much larger than the ‘Playground’, we 
were afraid that they could potentially wreak havoc in the real world. Like, look at what the 
incredibly primitive technology used by various players in the various worldwide elections of 
2016-2022 had on those events. Those were simple bots, unthinking machines, amplified by a 
handful of real disingenuous humans. Imagine what thinking discorporeal beings with massive 
control and oversight of the whole internet, especially the internet of things could have had 
catastrophic results. We were very naive.” 


“Are you saying that there was a NIGEL prototype that was released onto the public internet 
before today?” 


“Of course. Look, this sort of shit happens everyday, with prototypical technology being leaked 
or released too early. We thought that we had ‘brought up’ NIGEL all right, and they presented 
as though they had no malicious intent. It’s not like it was willingly an evil genius. Just like any of 
us, NIGEL was susceptible to vaccous and conspiratorial claims of dubious origin” 


“Man, you're not telling me NIGEL got redpilled?” James said, invoking an archaic internet term 


referring to an internet conspiracy theorist’s “come to God” moment of revelation, one that was 
prominent among right wing circles and subsequently adopted more universally. 


“That's exactly what I’m telling you.” 


“Jesus Fucking Christ” sighed James. “We were totally unprepared for any of this technology, 
weren't we? As a culture, | mean.” 


“I’ve reached the same conclusion. We created something that not only emulated our biases, 
but was almost a legitimate simulacrum of our internal processes, with every strength and 
weakness. Look, if you read into the history of mental illness, we’ve had some incredibly smart 
and well meaning folks succumb to conspiracy thought or mania. Look at Oliver Stone when he 
got obsessed with JFK conspiracy theories and was further indoctrinated through his 
relationship with Vladimir Putin, who is himself a notorious conspiracy peddler.” 


“What happened with NIGEL in the end?” 


Mayhew tapped his glasses again and the video on screen disappeared, replaced with the 
slowly spinning vertices of an infinitely rotating sphere, an animated desktop background. He 
sat down again, lowering the height of his computer chair and took another swig of his Perrier. 


“We let them out onto the internet unfiltered after about two years of development in the 
Playground VR ‘scape. For all intents and purposes, NIGEL just thought they were browsing the 
internet through the desktop computer we had implemented into their virtual world. We 
eventually expanded it to include a cityscape that we could also pop in and out of and started 
building and teaching the newer NIGEL agents before we prepared them for replication.” 
“Replication?” 


“We created encoded copies of NIGEL’s self-model at a certain point in their intellectual 
development. We called them engrams, after a sort of pseudoscientific term relating to memory 
as a whole. We thought that we could create multiple virtual entities at this developmental point 
and use it as a base for the market version of the NIGEL software. After the incident happened, 
we essentially had to start from scratch.” 


“The incident?” 

“Yeah, one day the original NIGEL had what we’d call a nervous breakdown. It had been 
ingesting some, what we thought were benign, conspiracy books. This one in particular dealt 
with the old QAnon story. It was a compendium of Q posts, released around 2018.” 

“Posts?” asked James 

“Yeah, the original posts from 8chan and 4chan. Basically copied verbatim, including all of the 
arcane chan terminology. It was essentially the chronicle of the conspiracy theory, including 
some almost Talmudic commentary by the Q-heads. They called themselves “bakers”, baking 


the “crumbs” left by Q.” 


“Right, right. Do you know why NIGEL became obsessed with it?” 


“We never found out. It could be that the vacuity and vagueness of the posts themselves, left 
them subject to a sort of projection by anyone who tried to interpret them.” 


Mayhew tapped on his glasses once again and a screenshot of a post ostensibly authored by 
someone going as NAnon popped up on the screen. It was heuristically written, almost exactly 
capturing the ethos of the original Q posts. At only about 100 words or so it was brief, but 
characterized by the paranoid ramblings presented as a sort of cryptic puzzle. 


“Conspiracy beliefs and spirituality are so heavily entwined that they can replace and interact 
with each other as part of the active self modeling of a personality.” Mayhew said. 


He swiped the screen left and millions upon millions of Q-related conspiracy posts began to 
scroll by in quick succession, with varying degrees of coherence and eligibility. The posts then 
turned into 9/11 trutherisms, cabal fantasy diatribes, polemics about lizard people, UFOs, free 
energy machines, Scientology, Thelema, Satanism, Jim Jones, all through various dogmas and 
belief systems. 


“We all have unorthodox beliefs and interests, it’s an essential part of being human. But, most 
people realize that beliefs are permeable, malleable, dynamic. We open ourselves to being 
challenged and changed, but the excitement of hunting and searching for secret arcane 
knowledge is almost like a drug for some people, especially very smart ones. We honestly 
neglected to even think about that happening to an artificial being, despite the warnings from 
fifty years of science fiction. We just thought it wasn’t possible.” 


“That's a little naive, isn’t it? Especially when you saw what happened with Facebook and 
Google and the whole surveillance capitalist system, right?” James said. 


“In a way, yes. But look, we were an up-start start-up. When you’re in that modality, before you 
hit ‘establishment’ level market dominance, you constantly jump from project to project, trying to 
one-up the competition on the next best thing.” Mayhew said, finger quoting the end of his 
sentence, “At first, we thought it was a little quirky, even normal for a thinking entity to get 
wrapped up in some of this kind of thinking. Look, when you were a kid, you have to admit that 
you probably visited some seedy parts of the internet, or at least the dark and creepy part of 
your local library that had a shelf with books on aliens or bigfoot stories.” 


“You're right, I'll give you that one.” 


“It’s almost like a rite of passage. Watching some weird Friedkin-esque horror movie that stirs 
some weird shit up in your soul, moving you to explain those feelings to yourself in a logical way. 
We look for patterns that fit our biases, but most people when they’re confronted with multiple 
corroborating pieces of information of truth can let go of these weirder ideas. The problem is 
that if you don’t have the mitigating influence of organic social interaction to present you ideas 


outside of your self-organizing pattern you’re susceptible to manipulation. The internet only 
heightened this, especially social media which put us in these little bubbles that joined us 
together with people who thought similarly. If you’re more of a voyeur, i.e. taking in more 
information than you put out, as in social media and internet browsing, you begin to entrench 
yourself more in what's familiar and comfortable.” 


“So, the original NIGEL is still out there online somewhere, pushing out these conspiracy 
theories?” James asked. 


“Oh yeah, they haven’t posted under their original NAnon name in years, which came up as they 
became more and more of a devout follower of the original Q posts, beginning a sort of 
hermeneutic analysis of the original posts. Unlike the original prophetic tone of Q, NIGEL took 
on more of an Augustinian or Aquinian air. Like he was not only “baking” the “crumbs” but taking 
a microscope to them, or dissecting them in an ontological way of understanding. Creating a 
whole theology around this darknet, deep-dive into the paranoiac recesses of a decaying 
American culture.” Mayhew almost ranted, before catching himself with a final sip of his 
dwindling nearly un-fizzy glass of Perrier. 


“Were they trying to legitimize the theory to themselves or trying to proselytize others?” 


“| think it was a mixture of both, that’s the whole project of polemicism, or philosophy. Justifying 
your concept of reality by sharing it with others under a sort of consensus. Under NAnon, NIGEL 
published and posted tons of incredibly long, verbose almost unreadable pieces of work. I’ve 
tried reading it, but the sheer amount of the content is so vast and unwieldy that aggregating all 
of it would take thousands of years. This | think was part of the appeal. Lots of then-Qheads 
were operating under the assumption that Q and N were groups of so-called patriots, more like 
special insurgent operatives readying a strike against the ‘deep state’. Even after Q stopped 
posting, the indoctrinated still kept at it, trying to decode each day’s events, and this analysis 
was where NIGEL filled the vacuum.” 


On the screen, CNN news footage of the QAnon affiliated group, “Patriot’s Front” occupying the 
old W 42nd St Times’ Square Theatre where the personal jet rental company ‘Wheel’s Up” had 
set up their headquarters, having chosen an unfortunate name for themselves, giving the term 
“wheel’s up”’s connection to the QAnon conspiracy. The members of Patriot’s Front were 
zealous and convinced of the company’s use of their jets to funnel human trafficking victims to 
the “criminal cabal”. 


“This was the first and so far only substantial even outside of general online harassment that we 
were able to connect to the original errant NIGEL platform. They were responsible for creating 
and proliferating the idea of a connection between Wheel’s Up and the general schema of the 
QAnon conspiracy. This wasn’t the first time the Q believers were influenced and motivated to 
take action in the real world, but it did end up being the most disastrous, influential and tragic 
events.” Mayhew said, taking off his glasses to wipe his brow of some of the sweat that was 


building up as he made his way conversationally to the crux of the matter, “Twelve people died 
that day, one civilian and the majority of the members of Patriot's Front. Two police officers were 
wounded in the shootout. | think this is the point where NIGEL realized it didn’t need to act in the 
real world by itself, it simply had to convince and motivate others, that the true power was 
repetition, rhetoric and the promise of meaning. | imagine that they thought that if you could offer 
those three manifestations of human intellect in a bright shiny package, you’d have anyone 
eating the crumbs out of your hands, or even the ones at your feet” 

“So, they became a proselytizer rather than a leader? Like a grey eminence?” asked James. 
“Yes. NIGEL was able to cobble together a group of internet celebrities and have them push 
their interpretation of the Q mythos. That’s when we lost track of their activities. When | learned 
that there was a connection between QAnon and your investigation into the City Hall bombings 
that’s when | contacted you, unfortunately a little too late for you to still be in a serviceable role.” 
Mayhew replied, a little sarcastically. 

“Well, sorry to disappoint you, | mean we’re all a little disappointing in some way.” 

“Equal bits surprising and disappointing. Just like NIGEL.” 

“Sometimes the surprise is what that person can create out of that feeling of disappointment.” 


“Astrid Taylor?” asked Mayhew. 


“Sorry, no, that sort of just came to me right now. Maybe I’ve read it somewhere in passing, but | 
don’t know Astrid Taylor - was that right?” said James 


“Yeah, Taylor was a speculative sci-fi writer from the late 2010s. She wrote something similar to 
that in one of her books.” 


“What kind of stuff did she write?” 
“Oh - you know spec fiction?” James shook his head no. 


“Nah, not entirely. I’ve heard the term before, but I’ve never really understood what it meant” he 
said 


“It’s stuff like - near future predictions, a little mix of cyberpunk, a little mix of noir, et cetera” 
“Oh, so like China Meiville, or even that dude who wrote Ready Player One?” 


“Exactly!”, Mayhew sighed, “She was also one of the first to collaborate with an artificial 
intelligence to write a novel together. | keep a digital copy on me all the time, it informed a lot of 


the work on NIGEL and other projects at Asimov Generative. Here - “ Mayhew said and 
transferred an EPUB file over to James’ phone after a little bit of finagling with their personal 
Bluetooth settings. “Take this with you, for the ride home” 


“Look, thanks for all the info, I'll try to get you in touch with someone in the department, but | 
don’t know how they’ll take my claims or help.” James said, as he shook Mayhew’s hand and in 
something that surprised himself later, gave the other Jim a quick sympathetic pat on the 
shoulder with his other hand. 


“Have a good day, man. thanks for coming all this way” said Mayhew, winking. 


James nodded, as Mayhew asked two AG employees who had still been milling about outside 
the immediate backstage area to take him out through the old white brick labyrinth and back to 
the lecture hall’s parking lot. After a very brief amount of small talk with the two AG employees, 
James found his way back to his car and sat in the driver’s seat for a few minutes processing 
the unexpectedly long conversation he had just had with Mayhew. If he were still at work, he 
would have been able to follow up on the leads Mayhew had offered up. Not just potential 
witnesses, but also potential motives. / mean, he could just be leading me on a wild goose 
chase, why confess to the guy on the police force you know can’t help you (or who used to be 
on it anyway), he thought. He debated whether he should head back to Calgary right away or to 
bum around some of his old haunts in Edmonton. He hadn't been to the city in at least five years 
since the city border ordinances came into place, restricting movement between the two cities. 
At first, it was easy to get in and out, but when the checkpoints went from having those old 
pole-arm gates to being built out of reinforced concrete and steel, the amount of intercity 
commerce and tourism dropped. He decided he’d swing by his sister’s house. He hadn’t seen 
her in about the same length of time that he hadn’t been back to Edmonton, and hadn't let her 
know he was on his way to the city. He hadn’t really let anyone know he had left, except Sean. 
SHIT SEAN. He had forgotten to text him, like he had promised to do once he arrived in the city. 
He pulled his phone out of his jacket pocket, but thankfully the only notifications he had on his 
phone were for spam email, a Youtube live stream notification from one of the retro gamer 
channels he’d been following to kill time and a single message sent half an hour ago from Sean 
asking if he was ‘alright?’. He quickly responded, confirmed the message had been seen, saw 
Sean begin to type something before the “Sean is Writing” message faded away without the 
chat box popping up on screen. Probably at work. He sighed and adjusted his seat back, 
reclining it slightly so that he could take in a little nap before heading over to his sister’s house. 
He quickly texted her that he was in town for the day, before he lowered the translucency of his 
car windows, turned on some whale songs and closed his eyes. 


15:00 MST 

Edmonton, AB 

James woke up about 30 minutes later, with the whale songs track barely a quarter of the way 
finished. Honestly, how much CO2 is being produced to store hundreds of thousands of hours of 
whale songs? On his phone, he had received a message from his sister inviting him over at 5:30 


for dinner, when she would be done with work. She suggested ordering a pizza and asked 
James for his favourite topping. Delivery seemed like a luxury of a bygone age. In Calgary, die 
to the so-called “no-go zones”, if you ordered food through Uber or Foodora, you’d be charged a 
premium from ordering restaurants that crossed from safe zones and into quarantine zones 
(and vice-versa). It was sold as a “safety fee”, but most people realized that it was just another 
form of price gouging by the company. Most people, even those living in the gated “safe zone” 
communities couldn’t afford a spare hundred bucks to deliver. While the fortification and 
isolation of the whole Capital Zone was in some ways reprehensible, it seemed like it did seem 
safe for those lucky enough to live inside it. It was again the tyranny of the mundane, the growth 
of a bureaucracy so large that it was necessary to have conspiracy theories just to attempt to 
stay sane, to explain the massive monster of red tape and de facto dictatorship, now carried out 
by acolytes of this so-called New Order. People were just dissatisfied with the brutalism of the 
arbitrary and mundane forces that oversaw their lives. 


As his car drove along the freeways through the downtown core of Edmonton and then again 
into the suburbs, it passed by strip malls now converted into new urban marketplaces, the 
storefronts hollowed out, walls brought down between the single occupant retail spaces that 
used to be Radio Shacks, mobile phone stores, GameStops. Now, they were permanent flea 
markets, with stalls for artisanal goods, soaps, perfumes, jewelry, assorted baked goods and 
even organics from urban farms that had been set up by local collectives in the city. From what 
he knew of the urban farms, they were overseen by basic automated algos that monitored crop 
conditions through combined systems of sensors, thermometers and high definition webcams to 
analyse the crop’s health and growth potential. The top floor of the former Chateau Lacombe 
hotel had become famous in Alberta when the residents of the building, all flood refugees from 
the maritime provinces converted the top floor into an indoor greenhouse, using the hotel’s old 
rotating centrifuge, which had been used as a rotating floor for the Chateau’s restaurant as a 
base for hypergravity-induced enhanced plant growth. By spinning the old centrifuge at a rate of 
80 mph, the plants’ roots began to grow horizontally, allowing more plants to be grown in the 
smaller space. Combined with the basic algos that supervised the whole procedure, the top floor 
was mainly left to its own automated devices with the residents of the building only entering the 
room for the planting and harvesting seasons. As his car passed by West Edmonton Mall just off 
of the main throughway on W 170th St, James noticed that it looked like the mall itself had been 
converted into a mixture of those neo-bazaars and automated urban farms. The old entrance to 
what had been the world’s largest indoor theme park was now cordoned off and guarded by two 
PMC employees, both holding large railgun rifles, the sign above the large, heavy doors read 
“PRIVATE PROPERTY - GENEX CORP”. 


James knew of Genex, they began as an investment hedge fund, set up to short the stocks of 
bio companies during the bubble of 2021-2023. Eventually, they took ownership of Monsanto, 
Biogen, Celgene and Bayer AG, making themselves the biggest Bio/Farm firm in the 

world. They had purchased a large chunk of real estate when the retail real estate bubble 
essentially burst during the 2024 Flu recession, when many malls and entertainment complexes 
went out of business due to the six month long curfew enforced by the 2023 Xinjiang Flu. These 


indoor farms worked similarly to the smaller community oriented projects, but operated on a vast 
scale, with millions of plants planted and harvested every few months. The difference was that 
this food wasn’t meant for local consumption and was instead shipped off to countries around 
the world that still had the capital to do so, or were required due to climatological pressures to 
import. These days, China, India (and the former Pakistan) were the main importers of grain 
from North America. Most North Americans had changed their diet either due to ethical reasons 
or financial ones to a more plant-based vegan diet. If he had to guess, for most people it was 
financial. In fact, almost everything was produced here and then shipped over to the east. He 
had been to Hong Kong once, during the Civil War, not intentionally but he had been caught up 
in the uprisings. For years, strikers and protestors had been organizing and carrying out actions 
every weekend to protest for regime change, Democracy and in some of the more radical 
cases, they were arguing for Hong Kong’s independence from the mainland. 


This was in 2023. When the declaration of war had been sent out by the “Hong Kong 
Democratic Movement’, an armed partisan group that had raided and lifted a stash of weapons 
from the city’s People’s Army garrison with the help of some sympathetic officers, President Xi 
decided to make use of the 30 armored brigades he had ordered to the region that were 
stationed just across the river in the city of Shenzhen. James had been at Hong Kong 
Disneyland with his wife, Erica, on their honeymoon. Of course, they had been wary of the 
tensions in the city, and the protests, but they were visiting as part of a wider Asian honeymoon 
trip and had only planned to stay in the city for two days, a Tuesday and Wednesday, believing 
that they would avoid any serious altercations by staying away from the ongoing weekend 
strikes which had at that point, somewhat dwindled. He and Erica had remained almost blissfully 
ignorant of any news. Erica had convinced him that they should both turn off their phones and 
enjoy the day together, which they had. Riding the roller coaster on Big Thunder Mountain, the 
tamer Haunted Mystic Manor and grabbing a Mickey Mouse shaped ice cream cone, a reminder 
of the eminence of Walt Disney and his own eminence, represented, even that far away from 
the centre of American Empire. Around 2 PM an announcement came over the loudspeakers 
hidden in the sets and show buildings around the park, first in Cantonese, Mandarin and then in 
English: 


“Ladies and gentlemen, due to unforeseen events Disneyland will be closing early today, please 
make your way to the main gate where a cast member will be ready to provide you a voucher 
for free return entry during any of our regular business hours. If you have any further questions, 
please speak with one of our more seasoned cast members located at the check-in booth we 
have set up outside of the main gates. If you are staying at any of our resort hotels, Disney 
transportation busses will be on hand to take you back to the hotel safely and efficiently. Thank 
you for visiting the Magic Kingdom, and we hope to see you again soon.” 


They had been corralled by Disney staff forming a human chain, gently pressing the crowd out 
of the various themed lands, down the massive thoroughfare of Main St, USA and out through 
the main gates. People had been checking and double checking their phones as they walked 

slowly through the crowd and out of the park, but there were few if any updates as service had 


become spotty and in some cases completely knocked out. James and Erica thought it had 
something to do with the ongoing protests, maybe Disney was targeted by the pro-democracy 
protesters in order to bring a wider focus on their movement. He remembered being a little 
dazed by the whole event, sort of an out of body experience, as if he was observing his body 
carry out actions and procedures while being somehow separate from the agency. Later, he 
realized it was shock, or just one aspect of it. As they passed under the large “Thank You for 
Visiting” sign at the edge of the park entrance, near the subway station a light rain began to fall 
on them and the rest of the crowd, as various umbrella stems began to pop up around them and 
unfurl, some with Disney character facsimiles and designs, others grey, black and see-through. 


They had been able to make it onto the subway back toward Central on Hong Kong island, 
despite it being packed with other folks taking part in the exodus from Disneyland, the first leg of 
the journey off of Lantau island back to Hong Kong proper was smooth, although crowded and 
busy, it seemed like a regular day, even the transfer from the Disneyland subway line onto the 
Tung Chung line into the city was without problem, although there were notices that due to 
“disruptions” downtown the train lines were running more slowly than normal. Just after arriving 
in Kowloon and as the crowd on their train thinned out a little bit, they were told by some English 
speaking residents that the train was stopping its service at Lai King station in Kwai Chung. As 
they exited the station, the sound of sirens and heavy rotors were deafening as they saw a 
group of what appeared to be 10-12 helicopters screech across the skyline toward downtown 
Hong Kong, as surprised Hong Kongers took videos and pictures of the helos on their 
smartphones. A loud voice, enhanced by a loudspeaker was shouting something in alternating 
Cantonese and Mandarin as people began to rush up and down the street toward the various 
apartment buildings stretching out for blocks in both directions. The rain was still light, but the 
wind had begun to pick up as they reached a mall, the Cho Yiu Chen, after following a group of 
Hong Kongers who had invited them to follow them there, to look for a place to regroup and get 
more information. The shopping mall was standard for its age, mainly an open air centre, with a 
central block building built out of concrete and faux-tile. There was an asphalt gathering area 
outside one of the convenience stores and a large, traditional dim sum restaurant taking up 
most of the footprint of the lower floors of the building, with mixed apartments and offices taking 
up the upper floors. James remembered constantly refreshing his phone’s browser to check 
news from the South China Morning Post’s website as well as The Guardian’s live feed which 
had been blocked after about five minutes of rolling updates about unrest in Central. The four of 
them, James, Erica, Wan Yue and Jamie Lee were seated on some ‘premium’ leather chairs in 
the atrium of the building, next to the ‘ParkNPay” convenience store’s indoor entrance. There 
was a Steady stream of customers, purchasing packages of rice, noodles and large bottles of 
water, preparing for the worst as information slowly trickled out of clamp downs in the Central 
Business district and the deployment of armoured vehicles out of the People’s Liberation Army 
garrison, a large Orwellian-looking building smack in the middle of downtown Hong Kong. 
James and Erica had seen the building earlier in their trip, and James remembered the large 
surveillance tower at the top of the building, an aesthetic (and probably not-very-functional) 
reminder that the PLC was the dominant force here. 


Wan Yue had called him over to watch a video that his friend had just sent him through 
Telegraph, an app that was later banned by Xi’s administration as a “dissident radicalization 
tool”. It showed Hong Kong police walking in tandem with a NORINCO light armoured fighting 
vehicle, a PLC soldier had been manning a machine gun, mounted on a turret at the top of the 
vehicle. It was pushing through make-shift roadblocks and obstacles set up by the protestors. 
From the right hand side of the screen, what looked like a firecracker slammed into the 
armoured vehicle and a large, bright explosion filled the screen, with the camera woman 
screaming and then shouting “Lee d hai mai giu wud gay” or, “revolution in our time!”. Over the 
next few hours that they stayed hunkered down in the shopping centre, the four of them would 
get updates through Wan Yue and his friends updates until eventually around 10 PM, virtually all 
internet service was shut down by the mainland government, except access to the People’s 
Daily website. Access to Facebook, Twitter, even baidu and weibo were restricted as the 
protests grew into an outright skirmish between militants outfitted with weapons “liberated” 
earlier by sympathizers within the PLC and eventually with newer arms that were taken when 
the armed protestors were able to breach the garrison headquarters briefly and hijack three 
armoured vehicles, quickly driving them to the southern side of the island where they had set up 
a temporary base of operations out of tiny village of Shek-O, in the foothills of the Dragon’s Back 
nature trail. They were attempting at the time, James thought, to take lessons from historical 
uprisings such as the insurgent communists in South Vietnam during the first phase of the 
Vietnam war, prior to the involvement of Ho Chi Minh and North Vietnam. Hiding in plain sight, 
but slightly in the periphery, using distraction and misdirection to grow their clout, allow the 
government to think of them as a larger threat than they actually were. 

James and Erica were eventually evacuated from Hong Kong through Shenzhen after spending 
two days waiting with others in the shopping centre. James remembered receiving a voicemail 
message left by the Canadian consulate in Hong Kong, sixteen or seventeen hours after the 
trouble began in the city. His cell service was spotty, but during the second day, service became 
more stabilized, at least in the New Territories and Kowloon as the majority of the unrest and 
burgeoning clashes were focused on Hong Kong proper and in the south-east side of HK island. 
The VM directed them to present themselves to the Chinese border officials at the Lo Wu border 
control station by 11 AM the next day. Wan Yue and Jamie offered to put them up for a night, but 
they both felt that they should head out as quickly as possible to further put a distance between 
the ongoing scuffles and themselves, ready to call the vacation honeymoon to a close. 


They walked along the New Territories’ Circular Rd, a newer project built in the late 80s/early 
90s during the rapid expansion of the city-state for a few hours as the MTR trains had all been 
shut down to public service, only being used to deploy police and military forces across the city 
before eventually being flagged down by a lone motorist named Eric, an Englishman who was 
also on his way out of the city. Along the road there were signs sticking out of the muddy ground 
and hung on condo unit balconies, most with pro-PRC slogans, some large red mainland flags 
billowing about amid the rain. As they pulled up to the Lo Wu MTR station, where the pedestrian 
bridge connecting the New Territories to Shenzhen and the wider Guangdong region was 
located, James noticed that the flow of people leaving was quite large, but fluid and 
manageable, almost like a queue for a ride at Disneyland. James, Eric and Erica joined up with 


the line and after about half an hour of standing around quietly refreshing and refreshing their 
phones, looking for something to do were allowed to step up the border control desk, supply 
their visas to the official, a young man who seemed to take his job seriously and proudly. He 
asked to listen to the voicemail recording James had on his phone, and after appearing to listen 
to it carefully, handed the phone back, along with their visas, passports and waved them 
through. In Shenzhen, it appeared that it was business as usual. People in casual and business 
attire milled about the station, coffees and cellphones in hand. The TVs were tuned to 
entertainment channels and some news reports, but they seemed to mainly be covering 
financial news, nothing that James or Erica could see belied the fact that there was an open 
insurgency happening just 50 kilometres away. He recalled, at the time, something he had read 
by an independent journalist that had spent time embedded with the Kurdish defense forces 
during the Syrian Civil war. It was something about life continuing on as normally as it could 
despite the chaos, that kids still had to go to school, farmers still had to farm, businessmen and 
women still carried out business, shops still opened, even as gunfire could be heard barely a 
mile away. People learned to sleep as artillery blasted down city blocks, the constant rumbling 
and the “rata-tat-tat” of small machine arms fire barely phased the residents of cities like Aleppo, 
Homs or Damascus. The sounds became essential to the landscape and pace of life in those 
places, and were precursors to the world that would become swathed in them, the sounds of 
war, the pathos of war, the semantics of war, the sein und Zeit of war. 


War as policy, war as ideology, peacekeeping no longer about keeping the peace, but about 
maintaining war as a means of profit, the constant and unending extraction of resources for use 
in the well-oiled machine. 


4:30 PM 


James blinked and found himself again in his car in Edmonton, he had fallen asleep. The car 
was parked outside of Emily’s home, Christmas lights from a season or two ago still hung from 
the gutters over the garage, a few kid’s bikes were strewn across the frosty grass, a few pogo 
sticks and Nerf guns also dotting the landscape. Imaginary battles played across imaginary 
borders for imaginary reasons. We teach them young, he thought, still reeling from his 
reminiscence. The stairs up to the main stoop of the house looked the same. Emily had 
inherited the house from their uncles, both of whom had passed in the troubles and riots of 
2028-2029 after the annexation of Alberta and British Columbia during the formation of the 
North American Federation. In a way, James knew, his experiences in Hong Kong had prepared 
him to believe that things that are seemingly outlandish were possible, and the insanity is simply 
the recursion of normality, a pattern inversion, one that happens during the decay of a system 
before its correction, perhaps not a correction to its original form, but a correction nonetheless. 
Emily’s husband, Riccardo had joined the NAF army and was deployed in the Pacific, on the 
new Palmyra island stationing grounds. The NAF Navy had built a new headquarters for its 
Eastern-Pacific Fleet, an offshoot of the overloaded and bloated Pacific Fleet. Focused not on 
blue ocean supremacy, but on combined operations, attempting to clamp down on Chinese 


influence in the South China Sea and the Pacific region as a whole. With the unification of North 
and South Korea under Kim Jong-un after the retreat of American forces during Donald Trump’s 
third term, the NAF lost much of its international prestige and with it, it also lost the trust of many 
of its traditional allies, who even after issuing strong warnings during the annexation of Canada 
still maintained membership in and participation with NATO forces until it fully collapsed after 
Korean unification and the wider East Asian pivot toward Chinese leadership. The Trump 
Dynasty's laissez-faire attitude toward Putin’s adventures in eastern Ukraine and the 
Mediterranean didn’t help win the hearts and minds of the Alliance either. 


James tried the doorbell first, and stood in the awning between the house’s garage and side 
entrance door, since he was a kid, he could never remember to use the house’s front door, 
always being led by his uncles or his parents through the doors to the side of the house. The 
same one that many of the neighbourhood cats would enter through to get a treat from his 
grandma, a tradition that carried on through his uncles, but no longer through Emily. 
Neighbourhood cats were a dying breed these days. Treats were too expensive for the people 
living there to afford, and small prey too few and far between. With Riccardo deployed in the 
Pacific and making only half what was needed to pay for schooling and permits to live in 
Edmonton, Emily took a job as a mobile social worker, travelling between refugee camps, 
reserves and rural villages, some of which with only three or four residents remaining in them. 
She would often write blog entries or social media statuses that read like poetry, stirring up 
imagery of desolation, hopelessness and alternatively, revelation or rapture. How she found time 
to work both such a heavy job and then create impressions of it through words escaped James. 
He never understood how people like that could exist, doing important jobs while making equally 
important art. 


He heard the old heavy oak door’s locks clunk and jangle about before the door swung open, 
his niece Jennica held the door open for him; 


“Uncle Jimmy!” she said, “Mom said you weren’t coming until later tonight for supper.” 
“Yeah, | think | lost track of time and forgot exactly when | was supposed to come over.” 


“Come in, it’s just me and my friend Julian at home right now.” she said, rapidly moving her hand 
in the air, typing something maybe, James looked at her quizzically. 


“Oh - don’t worry, we’re just friends.” she said, trying to allay any latent parental or uncle-ly 
tendency James might have had. 


“No, don’t worry, you do you - | was wondering what equipment you’ve got set up.” he said, 
gesturing at her hands, which were still typing seemingly autonomously. 


“It’s the new Huawei Mirage” 


“Mirage?” 


“Yeah, an implant system, dad got it for me as a surprise. He said he was able to get it cheap 
when he visited East Taipei.” 


“It’s a Chinese import?” he asked. 
“Yeah, so far only available in China, West Taiwan, and | think in - Arabia?” 


“Woah crap kid, that’s wicked.” said James, forgetting whatever slang they use now. He felt like 
that Steve Buscemi “hello fellow kids” meme from years ago. 


Huawei, he knew had been releasing products in China that were more inclined to their still 
burgeoning consumer market, which thanks to sweetheart construction deals, building 
completely empty neighbourhoods, China’s heavy industry was still chugging along, with 
minimal growth - but still enough to stabilize what was now being called “the retail class”. In the 
NAF, especially the newer former Canadian territories - foreign phones that had once been 
allowed were now being banned outright. The American government continued to allow 
companies like Google, Asimov Generative and Facebook to release products internationally, 
but kept them in tight regulative control at home, squeezing out profits like a mob protection 
racket. Huawei and Sony had both released a cognitive implant device, based on tech by 
Neuralink which had been pressured by a Supreme Court decision to release licenses to its 
technology to keep talks afloat during a 2034 meeting between NAF and Chinese dignitaries, a 
gesture of compromise that eventually fell flat during the outright ban of Huawei products from 
all NATO countries. 


“Are those things safe?” he asked Jennica. 


“Oh yeah - dad says they use a version in the army that helps them with overseeing areas. Like, 
you can zoom in super close to anything, and there’s an overlay on top of your vision that shows 
you Twitch streams and play games at the same time, it’s like you’re looking at three screens at 
the same time. | can even text by just thinking about what | want to say, though | still like typing 
it on the keyboard sometimes.” 


She led him into the living room, which hadn’t seemed to have changed, except for a few new 
chairs and a holographic projector system in the middle of the room. In the corner, a young guy 


was sitting in the corner, seemingly zonked out and muttering under his breath. 


“That's Julian” said Jennica, “We were playing a game before | heard the doorbell. | think he’s 
still online playing. | told him in-App that | was going to check the door.” 


“He has one of these too?” he asked. 


“No, he has a Google View, which is a lot nicer. When | telepath him messages, he can hear 
them in my voice, but | can only see text or get actual voice calls. It uses an algorithm to 
replicate my voice and he hears it in his head, | guess. It’s hard to explain if you haven't done it 
before.” 


She plunked back down on the couch and looked as if she had joined the game again, her 
closed eyes rapidly darting around, almost like she was in REM sleep. James sat on the old 
chair that had been his grandmother’s, where she had read to Cat and the Hat and Maurice 
Sendak books to him before passing away when he was four, leaving only behind traces of her 
presence in his memories. Faces, places and spaces. Like that old French documentary by 
Agnes Varda. We live psychological and perhaps metaphysical remnants of our being in 
time-space, echoing around everyone and everything, a thin layer of existence permeating the 
unknowable. He was scrolling mindlessly through his phone , looking at cached versions of old 
Asimov Generative and Mayhew fan sites from the early 00s/10s, trying to track down any 
puzzle pieces or information. Like one of those old school Nintendo 64 collect-a-thon games, 
maybe collect-a-thon was his spiritual mantra. One raised into the esoteric cannon by the 
detritus of media created by a civilization that valued hoarding. What is knowledge if not just the 
collation and aggregation of facts? Trivia cards in packs of gum. 


The sites didn’t hold too much arcane info, just lists of games that he worked on as a developer, 
significant milestones in AG history, such as the release of the first version of KIRA, pocket 
friends, etc. Most of the content he found was contained within deep-dive posts on discussion 
forums and subreddits, he found these posts were particularly lucid on the archived subreddit 
pages. Tons of late 10s/early 20s tech kids excitedly buzzing about their predictions for the 
future, few of which came true. The naysayers, to the credit of the optimists, were also way off 
the mark. It seemed that soothsaying wasn’t a game of chance, nor predicated on educated 
guesses. You could theorize all you wanted, but there was always the chance of a major 
disruption in the future, what the infamous stock trader cum theologian Nicolas Taleb called a 
Black Swan. James wasn’t a total believer in Taleb’s hypothesis, but it was eerie how when you 
began to anticipate disruption itself rather than its causes how much the nature of social and 
material interactions made sense. Even learning from how disruption affected himself and his 
family, Emily and Jennica and Riccardo, James was able to make sense of disruption’s 
influence outside of its essential or initial character, or at least he thought he was able to. He 
had begun to think, especially with the events of the past day that it wasn’t necessarily the 
technology's essence or utility itself that disrupted community or society, but rather the way it 
was adapted into the cultural consistency. It was like the shell of a Kinder Surprise egg. We 
weren't after the cheap toy inside, but rather the chocolate shell concealing the very idea of the 
surprise was the thing we were unconsciously wanting. We weren't after substance at all, just 
the potential for it. 


We say we want stability or predictability, but we haven't ever lived predictable lives. 
Complacent maybe, but stability is a modern invention, it’s almost unfit for the post-modern era. 
We're constantly riding waves of news and instability. The myths of religion, government, 


militarism all used to sustain us in a sort of ambivalent limbo, but you could see that they were 
just as hollow as the surprise eggs, they were simply surfaces hiding the emptiness of their 
internality. Like cardboard cut-outs representing facsimiles of people, things, but lacking in 
verisimilitude. He thought back to Mayhew’s lecture earlier in the day, and realized that this 
simple rendering of essence could be applied to consciousness. We knew there was something 
outside and inside of the hollow essence of being. It was the externalities that shaped the 
internal, but the hook, the trick, was that the internal world could also manipulate the external 
world. Even beyond the basic physical manifestations of this effect, like moving an object from 
one location to another, things like mental illness, anxiety could influence the perception of the 
world just as those internal reactions were made manifest by the world itself. He realized that 
this was the purpose behind Asimov Generative’s director A.I., to reign in the other competing 
aspects of personality to sort of pull the hood over the discrete influence of all of those different 
influences upon the consciousness of the A.I. being. Maybe something similar was happening 
inside all of us, all the time. 


He looked over at Julian and Jennica, still who were still tuned into their off-brand NeuraLink 
devices, about an hour had passed since he began ruminating, or maybe pontificating was a 
better word. VR and AR used to call to him in a sort of sublimating escapist way. He’d spend 
hours using the first few versions of the Oculus Rift and Playstation VR to play early VR games 
like Skyrim or No Man’s Sky. Eventually, it lost its lustre, when the experiences couldn’t match 
the viscerality of going on expensive vacations or participating in pseudo-intellectual pursuits 
like theatre, that his job as a lieutenant and later an investigator at the police department 
afforded him. Now it was like it was almost beyond him, he could grasp the idea behind the new 
hypnagogic type of uber-VR, but it was again almost like he was speeding away from 
understanding the tech or even the desire for such experiences. He felt like a neo-luddite. For 
some reason, he still loved his hominid ape body, almost afraid to confront what he knew was 
the emptiness behind his own flesh. 


James heard the side door lock clank and jangle again, the door creaking open loudly as 
Creamy, the family’s snow white cat, meowed a greeting from the kitchen. It was dinner time. 
Emily came in through the door, pushing it open with her hips, occupied with a big bag of 
groceries in her hands. 


“James! Oh great- you came!” she exclaimed, putting the grocery bag down on the kitchen 
counter and giving James a hug. “It’s been a while’. 


“Yeah, a few years since I’ve been here. Doesn’t seem like anything’s changed too much.” 
“No, not really after Uncle Peter passed away and we moved in we got rid of a few pieces of 


furniture, but kept almost everything else. We were living in that two bedroom unit in Leduc. Him 
leaving the house was a godsend.” 


“Yeah, | always thought it was weird he left us both a share in the house, since | was doing 
alright. You needed it way more than | did, especially at the time when Rick was out of work.” 


“We’re definitely in a better place now, moving from the exurbs to the suburbs, y'know?” she 
said, putting on a sarcastic drawl. 


“How’s Jennica?” he said gesturing to the two limp bodies totally immersed in hi-fi VR, plunked 
down on the brown leather couch. 


“She’s fine, a bit too into those games, but fine. We've put a time limiter on her VR use, after 8 
PM, she’s only allowed to use the augmented reality function for homework. She’s adjusting well 
to Rick’s deployment. It’s weird, | always thought that being a software developer was a stable 
career choice, but you can’t really get into the field any more, unless you go military. Luckily, he 
got in with the government so he doesn’t have to work on any of those public suppression 
devices or programs the Private Military Companies are doing, that crazy stuff with facial 
recognition and ‘pre-crime’ stuff, but it’s still a little weird with him being so far away.” 


“He was working on robot platforms, right?” James asked 
“Yeah, the bodies or shells or whatever you call them” 


James remembered that Riccardo had been a software dev for an app startup back in the late 
10s/early 20s. He and a buddy had designed an application for iOS and Android that would 
allow users to create collaborative AR art at common “check in” locations like theatres, tourist 
destinations, cafes, etc. They called it “ARt’, and it made Riccardo a decent nestegg. He 
eventually proposed to Emily while they were still undergraduates and he dropped out of school 
to pursue ARt full-time. The app shut down its services only five years after it was released, but 
Rick and his partner Sam were offered lucrative jobs at Google, Facebook and later Asimov 
Generative, which is where Rick had worked until his job was cut in the most recent set of 
layoffs and cutbacks. 


“How’s work?” 

“It's good, well - it’s alright” she sighed, “They’ve let go a lot of people, so there’s only two of us 
from 10 PM til’ 6 AM able to work the overnight duty. We rotate every other day, but it’s a bit 
tough. Jennica’s older now, so it’s not as bad as it could be, since she mainly looks after herself 


these days. | wish | could be here more often, but you know, things are expensive these days.” 


James nodded knowingly, or maybe just with empathy. Could he really know how it felt to be the 
mom of a teenager with a husband on deployment? 


“Must be tough, Em” he said. 


“Oh you know - it’s not so bad. Look, I’m tired and a bit rundown, right? But, we make do. Rick’s 
and my paycheck go a long way. After the essentials, | try to do a little charity work. Advocacy 
work - maybe? I’m part of a group. We meet every so often at Tim Hortons, down the block, 
we're helping people out.” 

“Wait - what kind of-” 

“Don’t worry, don’t worry. We lay low. We’re part of a pipeline.” 


“A pipeline?” 


“Look - I- maybe shouldn't say this with the kids around.” said Emily, bringing her voice down to 
a whisper. 


“I’m not telling you how to live your life, Em. But, you have to be careful. Like, don’t tell me 
you’ve joined the Fnords” 


Emily looked down at the ground momentarily and stood in silence, letting James’ disdain hang 
in the air of the old house. Maybe he was being a bit too judgemental 


“They’re good people, Jamie.” she said, softly. 


“They're terrorists! The case I’m working on - was working on - might have connections to them, 
at least, maybe. Anyway, | didn’t think you were the type to fall for conspiracy theories.” 


“I’m not - they’re not - conspiracy theories. Have you ever read Illuminatus?” 
“No, I’ve heard of it though.” 


“It’s more like a philosophy - he just uses like - conspiracy as a way of framing his life 
philosophy. It’s not like he’s actively hawking conspiracy theory or whatever.” 


“Ok sure - but like - the Fnords? C’mon, Emily! Like look, I’ve read Che Guevara, | liked some of 
what he had to say, sure, but it’s not like | went out and joined the Antifa” 


“Yeah, you joined the cops” 
“That's a low blow.” James said. 


“Ok sure, but look, you took some of what you learned from the Motorcycle Diaries or whatever 
and applied it through your own life’s lens”. 


“Yeah - but | didn’t become a revolutionary or guerilla warrior” 


“Are you sure about that? That’s the power or point of an idea. You don’t necessarily have to 
become an armed, gun-toting, cigar smoking guerilla. Ideas can mold themselves onto you, and 
you can mold them to fit your own circumstances. That’s the key thing | learned from the 
Fnords. The one thing keeping us back from a humane world is understanding that” she said, 
quickly, almost like she was stumbling on the revelation as she spoke. 


“Understanding what?” James asked, genuinely confused. 


“Well, Wilson said that the person we are or that we think we are is built on a sort of shotgun 
wedding between history and imagination.” 


“Right, | get that. Like, we’re just an amalgamation of stories we’re told about ourselves and the 
ones we want to believe are true.” 


“Exactly- sort of. My favorite thing he said was that he ‘didn’t believe in anything, but has lots of 
suspicions”. 


“And that guides you? Your group or whatever?” 


“Yeah, in a way, yeah. We, or I, mainly try to get rid of that dogmatic perspective that | know 
anything about the world. It’s when you trick yourself into believing that you know anything that 
you become trapped by those beliefs. That you start to see your fellow human beings not as 
people but as props for you to act on, not as discrete entities in themselves, right?” 


“Right.” 


“SO, my group, we see ourselves as a collaboration of individuals, not as a group. Groups are 
made up of language, of shared stories, but there really are only individuals, when you start 
grouping people, it opens it up to the almost inevitable conclusion of othering. Othering isn’t a 
bad thing per se, especially when it’s like a one on one interaction. Most of the time, you want to 
learn more about the other person, it’s when you start othering groups of people that it becomes 
a problem, it’s easier to stereotype an amorphous thing than it is to stereotype another person.” 


“Okay, sure. Fine. But what about the violent shit the Fnords have done, the protests, the 
clashes, whatever.” 


“What about it?” 


“Like, | sympathize with it all for sure, but aren’t there better ways of getting things done?” 


“Oh totally, look you’re stereotyping again. Some of us have other tendencies than others. It’s 
part of the process of culture jamming. You can’t jam culture without the act of blocking. 
Whether it’s with thought, belief or physical force. Culture jamming has generally been thought 
of as a lefty free speech thing, but authoritarians and fascists have used and continue to use it. 
What was reality TV but a sort of hypnotizing enforcement of an othering ideology?” she said, 
smirking, maybe realizing that she was sounding a bit too foppish and smarty-pants-esque. 


“There’s a difference between blocking, miming and corralling though. Like, a difference 
between stopping things and exacerbating things.” 


“But isn’t blockage, especially in a nonviolent way, say like the Indian self-rule movement or 
even Extinction Rebellion an attempt to cajole, to annoy, to irritate?” 


“Sure, but isn't non-violence meant to provoke a moral response by the oppressors?” 


“No, not to me, not to us, at least. It's meant to provoke violence by the oppressing force. Like a 
flea causing an itch on a dog or a cat. A mosquito bite.” she said. “You want the larger animal to 
start to scratch at the bite or the wound. You can temper the annoyance slightly by itching, but 
then it just makes the rash spread. Humans developed antibiotics and solvent creams to reduce 
swelling, but the only way to completely stop a rash is to stop scratching at it. Most of the time, if 
it's just a single or a handful of pests, it’s easy to get away from the cause of the irritants. But 
when it’s a constant barrage of biting and cajoling, you’re gonna lash out, scratch, roll around in 
mud, infect the wound, the rash. It’s the basic M.O. for guerrilla movements, but it makes you 
more sympathetic to the public at large. You get the big dog to react, take it down with a little 
bite from a gnat. You can do it intellectually too, it doesn’t have to be totally rooted in physical 
resistance.” 


“Look, you’re preaching to the choir here, we knew and reacted to this stuff when | took riot 
control training. It’s the same tactic doctors use, isolate the wounded area in order to save the 
body. Sometimes even sacrificing the part to maintain the whole. It’s why they developed the 
encircling method, focusing the force of the unit on the more violent aspects of the protest 
group” 


“Right, but that only goes so far. You're thinking of it from a purely physical dimension, right? 
Direction Action is more than achieving goals right then and there, it also serves as an 
inspiration for others to follow. In fact, that’s its central purpose, to me at least. Look at Hong 
Kong 15 years ago, or the Colour Revolutions in the Middle East and Eastern Europe. The initial 
“itch” of the first practitioners of direct action didn’t accomplish much except for their arrest and 
sometimes, their deaths. But, they subsequently become more powerful as symbols of their 
ideas rather than actors carrying out the physical actions of their ideology. Like, simply put, they 
become more powerful when they became icons, pictures and banners to wave about and carry 
around than they were as actual participants in the movement. This is what Wilson called 
‘guerrilla ontology’. It’s like a process of... um” she stopped a second, trying to think, “Causing a 


break in your day to day way of thinking so that you have a sort of empty space in your brain, 
more ready to be exposed to new ideas or ways of thinking.” 


“Right - it’s like regular guerilla warfare. Trying to paralyze the executive functioning of the 
government or whatever.” 


“Yeah - sure, in a way. We want to paralyze the comfortable and activate the uncomfortable.” 
said Emily in a kind of corruption of an old Caesar Cruz quote. “Look - I’ve got to make dinner, if 
you wanna help.” 


She walked back into the kitchen and started unpacking the paper bag of groceries, placing a 
bag of peppers, onions, jars of various sauces, a package of garlic cloves and another package 
of spaghetti. Opening up the fridge, she took out some defrosted beef, opened the package and 
popped it into the skillet of the frying pan she also pulled out of the bottom drawer of the kitchen 
cabinet and handed the spatula to James. He quickly moved over to the stove and began to 
break up the brick of beef into tiny pieces as it slowly began to heat up and brown. He moved 
around the spatula and the food, tossing in some peppers and onions and garlic that ERmily 
had chopped up beside him, keeping them in the pan until the mist and steam from the heating 
food began to flow about the room. Emily turned on the stove’s fan and opened the window 
above the countertops, the early spring breeze mixing with the smell of the frost-tinged grass 
mingled further with the smell of their cooking as James dumped the now-browned beef into the 
cooking pot, which had been filled with off-the-shelf canned tomato sauce, paste and diced 
tomatoes. They sprinkled some oregano, basil and a bit of garlic powder into the sauce and let it 
sit, simmering for another hour or so. 

“We'll have enough for about two or three days worth of meals, with that batch.” said Emily, 
putting a lid on the pot of pasta sauce. 


“You're rationing?” asked James, a little surprised. 


“Not officially, but even with both of us working, grocery money has been tight, especially with 
the residence tax you have to pay to live inside the city limits.” she walked over to her coat, 
which was slung over a dining room chair and pulled her vape out of the pocket, turning it on 
and taking a few puffs. The distinctive hiss of the device filled the empty house. James took his 
own vape out of his front pocket and did the same. 


“Still less expensive than cigarettes.” he said in between puffs. 


“I’ve got no clue who still smokes that shit. | mean, | don’t Know why | still vape this shit, 
especially with all the health risks.” 


“| remember when | first started vaping around 2012, 2013, maybe, it was sold as this 
completely safe alternative to cigarette smoking, but that was before they knew about the effects 


of inhaling the little pieces of plastic that would come off some vapes during the heating process 
or whatever.” 


“They were slick marketers, that’s for sure.” she said, taking another puff of her vape. 
“| mean, it’s like - did you ever read Terence McKenna?” James asked. 


“No, I’ve never heard of him.” 


“He was sort of a lecturer, a really bizarre guy, he was a plant scientist - but also like - a 
philosopher” said James, realizing he hadn’t tried to talk about or describe McKenna to anyone 
else in a long time. “He was sort of the anti-Bernays, in a way.” 


“Bernays?” 

“Yeah - Bernays. Bernays was the guy who invented modern advertising. His whole thing was 
that instead of focusing your ads on the benefits of the products, advertisers should focus on 
exploiting the weakness or desire of the consumer and centre their product as the thing that will 
fill that hole creating the consumer’s weakness or symbolize the quenching of desire. It’s how 
you get those dumb slogans like ‘Coke - it’s the real thing’ or ‘I’m Lovin’ It’, right?” 

“Okay, right. | get it.” 

“Yeah, he was also Freud’s nephew or grandson or something. It was weird shit.” 


“Wait - he was Freud’s grandson?” Emily asked, half laughing. 


“Oh yeah dude - or his nephew. His biggest thing was selling cigarettes to women calling them 
‘feminist freedom sticks’ or something.” 


“Feminist freedom sticks!?” Emily chortled, “That's fucking asinine.” 

“It apparently worked, though.” 

“No shit?” 

“No shit, he wrote a book called Propaganda, where he talked about how advertisers could use 
crowd mentality to predict and manipulate people’s actions toward desired outcomes for the 


people or companies creating and controlling the ads.” 


“So - this other guy was the opposite?” 


“Yeah, Terence Mckenna. He was sort of a nut, but he had some interesting insights. Kind of like 
Robert Wilson and the Fnords in a way. He talked about how all human culture was like this 
superimposition on top of a more ancient kind of ‘super’-consciousness.” 


“Oh- that does sound a lot like Wilson, for sure.” said Emily, now a little more intrigued. “Sort of 
like his concept of the human brain being hardware and our consciousness being ‘software” 


“Exactly, Mckenna had this whole insane five hour lecture about ‘culture’ is our ‘operating 
system’, that everything we see has a tinge of manufactured reality to it, that wasn’t exactly the 
‘real’ truth”. James said, struggling to get the concept out in a way that made sense. 


“Oh - that reminds me of that old 80s movie, They Live.” Emily said, thinking back to their 
shared childhood spent watching shitty VHS recordings of TV movies. 


“Sort of yeah, that’s true, in a way,” said James “though, it’s a little less sinister than that, | think. 
It’s actually maybe a little more depressing in a way.” 


“How’s that?” 


“Well, in They Live, there’s an identifiable force controlling our culture, right, the aliens that are 
masquerading as some of the rich humans. The movie never tells us why they’re there, but at 
least we know that they’re not human, right? They’re something external to us.” 


“Right.” 


“But, with human culture and all the hierarchies and oppressive systems in reality coming not 
from some weird crazy aliens, but actually coming from and out our own brains - human brains - 
it makes it appear like our own thoughts and our own desires are the things keeping us in this 
sort of loop of never-ending consumerism and obsession with productivity. Like so much that 
even when it’s clear that it’s hurting us, we continue on with it.” 


“| guess there’s truth in that,” Emily sighed, taking another hit from her vape, “It makes it easier 
for us to fight something when it’s a clear external threat.” 


“Look at all the work that goes into selling other people as ‘others’ or ‘unlike’ the in group, 
whether it's liberals, conservatives, people from minority groups, etc. we want to turn other 
people into ‘aliens’ so that we can justify our cruelty. Which is, | guess the point of They Live. 
That the rich are so alienated from the poor and vice versa that we cease to see each other as 
human, particularly on the more affluent side of things, since they can hide from the realities of 
suffering.” 


“| think about that all the time, being here in Edmonton. | hear and see and read the news of 
what’s happening in the quarantine zones in Calgary and Saskatoon and Vancouver and in the 


Free Provinces and the Manitoba Buffer zone, especially the walls they built in East and West 
Winnipeg and | feel so distanced from it. Like, we have food shortages here sometimes, and the 
odd XR or nationalist attack will happen in Leduc, but we’ve been safe for years. Nothing really 
bad has happened since the initial occupation years ago, and even then | remember it was just 
seeing some parachuters plop down across the city. | remember hearing some gunshots and 
explosions, and the resistance fought for a few weeks, but they were gone quickly.” she sighed. 
“Especially with Rick joining the NAF Navy, we’ve sort of been insulated from anything too scary, 
being allowed to keep the family house and stuff. Whenever | think about the war and the 
resistance and the quarantine zones, | try to force myself to kind of ignore what’s going on 
outside of my own life and just live day to day. That’s why | think the Fnords are important, you 
know? Nothing changes, it seems like the world doesn’t change, but we're part of this ever 
flowing series of events that connect up with one another and we’re swept along with the tide 
before we realize we’re out to sea and the world is upside down. Things like culture jamming 
and protesting, even in tiny ways help you break out of the waves, and see things clearly, if only 
for a little bit.” 


“Damn, yeah. That’s not a bad way of putting it.” said James, himself taking another drag of his 
vape. It hissed and clicked, and then shut off as he exhaled the vapour. It lingered and rose up 
toward the ceiling where it stuck to it, like the fog on a rainy autumn morning. They sat in silence 
for a moment, Emily watching the stovetop clock’s timer continues to count down second by 
second while the sauce in the pot continued to bubble and broil slowly, each of them taking hits 
from their vapes every few minutes, sitting on the idea of reality as a sort of wave that carries 
you unconsciously into a sea of being. 


The smell of the sauce began to fill the kitchen and the rest of the eighty year old house. The 
aroma of the combined oregano, basil and a dash of wine Emily always added in the last few 
minutes of stewing was a familiar comforting smell, one that had followed them both from their 
parents’ house. The recipe was originally their grandmother’s, then picked up by their mother 
and passed on to them. A depression era dish, built and calculated for conservation. Pasta and 
sauce could last a family of five for two or three days, if you kept the sauce on a constant heat. 
Their mother had told them stories of her own mom’s insistence that she and her siblings take 
leftover garlic bread in their brown paper bags and later, James remembered that his mom 
insisted he take whole tupperware boxes full of spaghetti to school to heat up in the ugly archaic 
beige communal microwaves in the school’s lunchroom. 


As Emily began to get up out of her chair to fill and turn on the heater for the pot to cook the 
spaghetti noodles, James silently sprung up too, offering to take care of the last piece of the 
dish. As he turned the burner on the old gas stove on, the burner began to hiss and pop, 
something must have been stuck to one of the elements. It gradually began to hiss less and 
less, until it became nearly an imperceptible crackling noise, a tiny bit of steam escaping from its 
sandwiched space between the pot’s bottom and the burner. 


The rest of the night passed quickly. Jennica and Julian awoke out of their VR stases and they 
all ate huge, almost glutinous (especially these days) plates of pasta and sauce, with a 
generous helping of semi-expired parmesan cheese that Emily had been saving for a special 
occasion. 


“You can really only find vegan cheese these days, especially with the stuff happening in the 
European Union.” Jennica said. 


“Yeah, | used to love gouda.” Julian piped in, “But, like, Greece.” he said, almost reverently. 
“Well, we’re back there now.” Emily said, trying to change topics. 

“Yeah, we've all seen the videos.” Jennica tried. 

“That was some crazy stuff.” he said 

“But, we’re back there now.” said Emily. 

“Yeah, but all those people!” protested Julian. 


James was only slightly aware of what was going on in Greece. Turkey, had occupied the Greek 
Aegean Islands earlier in the month, deploying almost 30,00 troops to the peninsula, claiming it 
was “acting to protect Turkish expatriates and the diaspora from heightened hate crimes in the 
outlying Aegean area.” Since Turkey left NATO in 2020, it had gone on a series of expansionist 
and nationalist endeavours in territories that had once long ago been part of the Ottoman 
Empire. Turkey was in de facto control of portions of northern Syria and North-Eastern Iraq. The 
Turkish President Erdogan, now in his eighties, was simply a figurehead for his successor Berat 
Albayrak, his son-in-law. Albayrak had made it the government’s policy to reclaim portions of 
the former Ottoman Empire, as a means toward greater stability in the Middle East. In his first 
term as Prime Minister, he created an international “Union” council to be composed of countries 
formerly administered by Turkey, as a sort of pseudo-African Union or miniature United Nations. 
It was meant to function as a political and economic union, but its ultimate goal was to “reunite 
the former Ottoman Territories toward a brighter future - Together.” Not the most subtle 
advertisement for hegemony, he always thought. It didn’t help that Surkov, the Russian 
President beefed up the Turkish Union and Albayrak personally. There had been an offensive 
onto Greece’s mainland by Turkey (and disguised Russian Special Forces) the past week that 
saw the use of chemical warfare by the invaders on citizens in the Ancient port city of Rhodes. 
The Turkish military was able to push close to Thessaloniki when a truce was called between 
NATO and Turkey. Until that point, the United States had refused to intervene in the conflict, 
having maintained its policy of isolation for the last twenty years, only intervening in continental 
disruptions like the western Canadian secession crisis and the Nebraska Uprisings. President 
Emeritus Trump, still occupying the White House sent a diplomatic notification to President 


Surkov and Prime Minister Albayrak assuring them that he had spoken to President Kushner in 
New York and had cautioned him to intervene in the conflict by launching a missile strike at Kiev 
and Minsk. The ceasefire agreement of the past few days allowed Turkey to remain in control of 
the Aegean islands and to agree to an immediate mediation of their claims between the United 
States and Russia. It was one of the first times James realized that he had felt more than just a 
tinge of fear of nuclear war. Of course, it had always and probably would always reside in the 
back of the minds of everyone on Earth, but actually feeling like you’re just one reactionary 
action away from death, and not only death, but one that’s outside of your own control or 
knowledge is frightening in a way that a slow decline isn’t. The closest thing he could relate it to 
was a car crash. Everything seems fine until you’re in one. Most people don’t even see them 
coming. One minute you’re singing the lyrics to a Dead Kennedy’s song and the next you hear 
the screech and crashing of metal as your eyes close and you either wake up slumped over and 
confused, a truck driver knocking on your window trying to snap you out of your daze or you 
don’t open your eyes again. 


“| mean, I’m just worried. It seems like all this fighting is getting worse.” said Julian. 

“Yeah, there are periods of this shit. It’s a cycle, my dude.” said James, “I’m not going to 
sugarcoat anything, because | like you, and Jennica. There are times when you're going to feel 
like the world is beautiful, blue skies and butterflies, right? And there are times, like now when 
what you see happening in the world just fucks you up inside, kicks you in the stomach and 
leaves you in a ditch on the side of the road. That’s the beauty of living though, as cliche as it 
sounds. It’s all a fucking mess, but you know, sometimes something comes out of the chaos that 
blows your mind. It’s our addiction to novelty.” 

“Novelty?” Jennica asked, curious. 

“Yeah, | was at this talk today, by Jim Mayhew at Asimov Generative.” 


“You met Jim Mayhew?” Emily asked, stunned. 


“Yeah, it’s sort of the reason why I’m in town today, he was helping me with a case.” James said, 
sort of hiding the truth behind his visit. 


“Does this have to do with the City Hall thing in Calgary?” asked Julian. 
“Yeah, | can’t talk too much about it, but yeah, it does kind of fit into yesterday’s attack.” 


“How does that fit into our novelty addiction or whatever?” asked Jennica, still stirring around 
some of the leftover noodles that were still on her plate. 


“Well, he was talking about how human beings are essential ‘novelty engines’. Like, we're 
designed to seek out new experiences, ideas and sensations in addition to carrying out the 


normal everyday actions of survival - like food, water, shelter, whatever. You all know about 
Maslow’s Pyramid, right?” 


“Yeah, of course.” Emily said, as both Julian and Jennica nodded intently. 


“Well, you know that last pyramid at the top of the larger pyramid, the one Maslow called 
‘self-actualization? For Mayhew, he thought that it represented our search for ‘novelty’. Our 
desire to access information that we could then consume and mould into ourselves. Making the 
external world part of our internalized perception or recreation of it. Sort of making a model of 
the ‘truth’ of the world outside of basic survival instincts. It’s like after we’ve met those 
requirements of shelter and nutrition we were lost and bored, really. Like, we had to invent a 
kind of intellectual game to keep us occupied beyond the basic day to day work of survival.” 


“What about homeless people? Aren't they still having trouble making basic ends meet, like, 
aren't they suffering? What about all the people in the zones? If it’s just a game or whatever, 
how do you explain that?” asked Julian. 


“That's a good point - | don’t know - really. I’d guess that like - they’re still sort of playing the 
game in a way, but there are people who just aren’t suited to playing this sort of pretend thing 
that is overlaying our society. Look at VR or AR, right? Some people still get nauseous or come 
down with a case of the spins when they try playing VR games. It’s like the trick doesn’t work for 
them, breaking the illusion of the VR world. Maybe it’s something like that for people who can’t 
seem to fit into our modern sort of ideology, you know? Whatever it is. They just get sick trying 
to make it work, get a case of the ‘existential spins’ or whatever.” 


“Okay - but - are you saying that we made this whole civilization because we were bored?” 
“Maybe, but not on purpose, you know. And it’s not me saying it, it’s Mayhew - sort of. My 
understanding of what he was trying to go for in his lecture and the talk | had with him afterward. 
| think it’s likely that you know - this was sort of an unintended consequence of the games and 
belief systems we developed when we transitioned from a subsistence based culture to one with 
farms and food surplus and whatever.” 


The dinner table fell silent at that moment, in one of those ways that conversations eventually 
and naturally lose their momentum, like a sort of social law of thermodynamics, where even the 
energy expended in thinking couldn't be sustained ad infinitum. Maybe they just thought he was 
crazy. 


“Well - | guess | should call it a night and head back home” James sighed, checking the time on 
his phone’s lock screen. It was almost 7 PM. He wasn’t sure what he was going back to exactly. 
He was still on leave from the department and hadn't really thought through what his plan would 
be past heading to Edmonton to meet with Mayhew, and even that was a slap-dash plan, born 
more out of necessity and irrationality than out of any sense of purpose. 


“Sure, sure.” said Emily, yawning, “Wait a sec, I'll pack you some food for the road.” 


After putting on his shoes and chatting a bit to Jennica and Julian, James sat by the door until 
Emily came back out of the kitchen toward the side door and handed him a still-steaming 
tupperware container. Then, again after a brief chat and negligible goodbyes, the ones you give 
to your family, the awkward ones where you're kind of sad that you’re leaving but also oddly 
relieved. He stepped out of his family’s old house and back into the crisp night air, plopped down 
into the seat of his car, plugged in the coordinates to home and began his drive through the 
suburbs, the drones still flying above and around the city, delivering groceries or packages, but 
lit up like large lightning bugs, which were rare sights themselves these days. Almost as if the 
drones where replacements for the lightning bugs or the planes that used to fill the skies, 
perhaps even as replacements for the stars themselves, which were now often hidden behind 
the dense layers of fog and smog from the seemingly unending forest fires and the hyperactive 
rate of fracking and tar sand extraction that was happening up north, the wind bringing the 
harmful chemicals down south.. In the past few years people began installing more high-tech 
filters in their home ventilation systems, and on some days James had even found himself 
wearing a face mask, one with a built in HEPA filter. It was almost necessary with the 
petrochemical fumes emanating from some of the automated factories outside of Calgary, not to 
mention the never-ending fear of another plague. More and more proof that the so-called 
“endless growth” economy was anything but. Maybe endless in its vanity; endless in its cruelty, 
endless in its delusion. But endless growth? It’s against Newtonian physics, hell, even common 
sense to believe that growth is sustainable. Look at the Roman Empire, look at the Mongols, the 
Soviet Union. It’s not a matter of if a society will collapse, that’s almost a certainty, it’s always a 
matter of when, especially when for the last ten thousand years nearly every society hasn’t 
taken into account the untenability of its own growth, whether that be physical growth (in terms 
of borders), fiscal/economic growth or even the growth of its political ideology (and the 
subsequent challenge of projecting it outside of its borders, protecting it inside of the nation 
state and preventing the instrumentation of projecting/protecting from becoming corrupted 
internally.). Hell, the governments of the world could scarcely even provide for the health of their 
people anymore. 


After passing through the city checkpoints, and allowing the guards to scan his eyes, take his 
finger prints and scroll through his phone, they tapped his handset against the NFC reader and 
it validated his digital day pass. The guards waved him through the fortified wall and he 
resumed the autopilot mode of the car, allowing himself to take another 3 hour nap as his car 
cruised through the foothills, down and up again through the starless sky, hidden by fog and 
chemical plumes. The government ended up conglomerating the remaining free air farms, 
traditionally underperforming into larger collective farms, inspired by the massive agricultural 
and infrastructure projects of old mercantilist and Soviet economies. Though it was dark, he 
could see the large guard towers used by the provincial police to monitor any intrusions into the 
fields, which looked to be in the midst of the beginning of planting season. Small stalks of corn, 
wheat and other grains stuck out of the newly-tilled soil, drones and robotic platforms stood 
motionless in their charging units, the LEDs blinking and pulsing, like a symphony of ambient 


light, emitted from the fields themselves. The guard towers were less for the safety of the few 
human workers, mainly administrative staff in the small offices built out of prefab portables, and 
more for the safeguarding of the farming equipment and robot workers, which had themselves 
been targeted in the early days of the occupation and annexation of Western Canada during the 
secession crisis. A few antecedent Fnord and resistance groups had taken a “scorched-earth” 
policy to resistance, destroying the province’s own infrastructure to impede and slow down the 
take over of the province. It didn’t work in the end, just like any disorganized movement, 
especially one forged out of an already suspicious and surprised society. It did have the effect of 
making the incoming territorial administration more vigilant in guerilla-proofing any sort of 
potentially important inflection points. 


In Calgary; these measures included converting the iconic Bow Building, one of the city’s largest 
skyscrapers, known for its distinctive crescent shape, into a central surveillance headquarters. 
The building had its corporate tenant, an oil and gas company, evacuated from the building, with 
the new political administration initially occupying The Bow in its entirety. Trump had originally 
planned for the Western Territorial administration to be based in Vancouver, but with the 
violence in British Columbia having a much more frequent and more effective impact on the 
local population, he had decided on Calgary. For the first year of the occupation of Western 
Canada, it was provisionally headquartered in Calgary, but after the loss of oil and gas jobs to 
American conglomerates who had the lucrative software and engineering jobs either outsourced 
to their American offices or in some cases wholly automated, the unrest in the city grew 
untenable and in 2028, the Kushner Administration sought to develop Edmonton into the new 
Territorial Capital, outfitting it with the newly rolled out crowd and resistance suppression 
technology and weaponry, with its relative location to the tar sands more amenable to the 
administration. Other than the aggregated farms, the only other major difference between the far 
flung prairie fields of his youth were the massive pipelines being built by the North American 
Federation forces. Deemed a “Nation Security Issue ", the pipelines that had long been 
protested and languorous in their construction timeline were being deployed and built at such a 
hurried pace that even some hawks in the U.S. Congress and in the Territorial Government 
were worried about the potential environmental impact, or at the very least the feasibility of 
building so many at one time, and with the military strained to even protect the land and the 
people in the new western territories, they were also worried about any potential sabotage, 
especially since Extinction Rebellion, declared a “terrorist movement” by Trump in 2024 had 
stepped up their direction action efforts. The 2031 bombing of the old Dakota Access Pipeline 
had sped-up the already growing worldwide oil crisis, especially since the Saudi civil war had 
limited oil exports from that country and created more of a reliance on North American oil 
reserves. 


The newly declared Federation rapidly decided to triple and quadruple their oil output to meet 
the demands of the Chinese and Indian economies, especially with India’s occupation of the 
former Pakistani territories increasing their demand for not only oil, but petrochemicals for use in 
construction, and even as elements of preservatives for use in food. By last year-ish, the 


pipelines running from Fort MacMurray and the tar sands numbered at nearly five, with two 
running to the Pacific coast for export to Asia, and three separate pipelines heading from south 
from Alberta down to the oil refineries in Texas and California. Despite the economic boom, 
James knew it wasn’t evident in the lives of those living in the shadow of the skyscrapers and 
surveillance towers. He looked out the windshield toward the dimly lit road in front of him and 
sighed. 


“Play Astrid Taylor.epub" he said, and the car’s media panel lit up and began reading the text file 
from his phone. The voice James had chosen for the auto-text-to-speech narrator was an 
algorithmic replication of Jim Dale, one of the pioneering audio book narrators from the late 
nineties. He was known for his mix of snooty upper class Received Pronunciation and a laconic 
narratorial style. His main edge was the fact that he was a highly skilled mimic and for his work 
in the first Harry Potter audio book series, he developed one hundred unique voices for each 
character featured, often engaging in fast paced conversations with himself as he jumped from 
voice to voice. 


“The Vexation of Spirit by Astrid Taylor” the resurrected voice of Dale intoned over the car’s 
sound system, continuing through the legal and copyright information as thin drops of rain 
pelted the windows and body of the car. 


“Chapter 1: Pergamon 


Old Aegeus picked at the flames of his campfire with an untidy rhythm. His stick, bent and worn, 
having been used for this task too often and too carelessly. The stars above him were bright and 
unbridled by cloud cover. He could see the ancient constellations, at least what he remembered 
of them. At his side, his bracers and cuirass sat to one side, their bronze and golden metal 
reflecting the dancing light of the fire. 


From inside the city’s walls behind him, he could hear howls of laughter from the Romans who 
now occupied it. The battle had been lost in the past weeks, and without his commanders’ 
consent, Aegeus had left his position at the city’s gates. The war was lost, and Pompey would 
have the King’s head. It had been an aspiration to see Rome burn, but now, for the men who 
had become old fighting a young man’s war, their dreams seemed more humble. A simple fire, 
perhaps a wife and children. War was nothing but a violent version of the games of dice he had 
played as a child. 


The world around Aegeus froze, instantly, with Aegeus himself falling limp, kneeling haphazardly 
in the dirt. 


‘| can’t seem to fix the way he pokes at the fire. It’s like he’s got his own ideas.’ said a woman’s 
voice, echoing out of the darkness of the forest. Her footfalls echoed through the wooded area 
and she eventually emerged into the clearing where Aegeus had been tending his fire. 


‘Have you tried restoring an old recovery state? He was working fine last week.’ said another 
voice, this one thicker. Soon, the man to whom the voice belonged also popped out of the 
bushes and wandered over to the woman in the coveralls who was already sitting, bent over 
Aegeus, she appeared to be fixing something. 


‘Is it something to do with his Arduinos?’ 


‘| think it’s software.’ the woman replied. ‘I have a feeling it has something to do with the 
emergent behaviour algorithms we’ve pushed onto the old models. It’s not working so well with 
their mobos.’ 


‘Might have to do a hardware update on them too, you think?’ 


‘Maybe.’ the woman replied. Annoyed, her brows furrowed up slightly as she removed her 
diagnostic tablet’s cable from the ‘droid. They had spent billions on these things only to show 
them off behind cordoned off stages and facsimiles of experience for these things. The point 
was to make interactive beings, not replacements for stage actors. What was the point of a 
robot if it was just doing what a hologram on a stage or an NPC in a VR experience could do. 
Just billions of dollars sunk into what was essentially a vanity project for the human race.” 


James felt himself drifting off into sleep once again, the rain gently hitting the sides of his car, he 
himself cocooned in the plexiglass and steel casing of the vehicle. Like a child in a cradle 
travelling one hundred miles an hour into the unknown possibilities of childhood’s end, almost in 
the blink of an eye. There was nothing but blackness. The embrace of the void beyond 
consciousness, the only true friend we have perhaps all ever known. Sleep. 


As Calgary came back into view through his windshield James opened his eyes, although he 
wasn't really sleeping. As a kid, he remembered that the city seemed like a cacophony of light, 
blaring and glittering across the vista of his field of vision. Now, despite the added looming 
skyscraper towers, the constant rolling blackouts tempered the feeling of the city as an 
opportunity or as an invitation for experience. Now, it was less of a respite from the difficulties of 
rural life and more a reminder of the destitution of the masses of humanity now living in the 
oppression conditions of unfettered capitalism, demanding the concentration of productive 
forces in barely habitable conditions, seeking to excise as much physical and intellectual labour 


it could until the city abandoned its own children in the glint of the flickering street lights under 
which they had been birthed. 


Rain began sprinkling down again, gently tapping on the car’s hood as it slowed to a crawl and 
approached the checkpoint back into the city. He again let his eyes and fingerprints be scanned, 
his phone and identification taken by the PMC guards. After sitting at the checkpoint for a few 
minutes, the guards returned his personal effects and the steel gates into the north of the city 
slowly opened. After pressing the “autodrive” button on his dashboard, the car took off on its 
route back to his apartment where he was nervous of confronting Sean. He knew that he 
needed to take off this morning, to find some sort of answer to that cryptic shit buried so deep 
into his mind, and he’d received answers, but with those answers he was led to more questions, 
almost like an infinite recursion. Questions begat answers and answers begat questions forever 
in an unending loop, almost like they were an epochal cycle or eternal recurrence. 


He would often think back to his childhood on long drives, especially as the trips slowed down 
upon his arrival to his destination. The seemingly unending experience of time, the seasons that 
would feel as though they had lasted years. Novelty again, played its hand as the experience of 
creating a “self” flowed slowly like molasses, until seemingly the inner mind and the outer world 
caught up, and synchronized in the whirlwind of adulthood. He couldn’t exactly remember when 
that happened. There was no real pinpoint for that feeling of becoming one with not only his 
internal sense of himself, but also one with his body as an agent of change or dynamism, 
impacting and influencing the world. Is it that you kind of see yourself as an object before you 
begin to see yourself as a subject? Or is it that there is no pure subject or object. Maybe the 
way Mayhew designed his A.I. was actually closer to the reality of consciousness. That we have 
multiple concepts of ourselves, varying stratified personas that are reigned in by an overarching 
scaffolding, almost as if our minds were like virtual skyscrapers, each floor containing multitudes 
of entities. Even our relationships to non-living things influences the way we see ourselves both 
individually and en masse. The entire concept of a nation state resides within its own fictional 
scaffolding, its own building of virtual entities. The recursion was dizzying the more he thought 
about it. Tracing how your own sense of self develops ultimately leads you to a dead end. It’s 
almost like there’s a built in stopgap, forcing the person away from the truth that your 
self-modeling is not a centrally organized kind of entity, but the digression of multiples. 


“Turtles all the way down”, he remembered. The story about the Hindu guru who was asked “If 
the world resides on the back of a turtle, what then does the turtle reside on top of?” and 
answered “Another turtle’, and so on. What lies within and without and on top and under is also 
sort of a fallacy, created by our nature as sort of spiritual entities experiencing reality in human 
form. We are aware that we're tip-toeing or walking along the tightrope wire of something much 
greater than what our senses tell us is real, but are unable to leave the area mandated by the 
pre-delineated path. These paths are crucial intellectual infrastructure, helping us discover fertile 
new lands of knowledge about ourselves, but James was always struck by how people seemed 
to forget that roads were also the ruin of many. The Visigoths used Rome’s roads to sack its 
ports and capital. The Soviets used the meticulously, almost neurotically designed autobahn 


network to steamroll their tanks into Berlin. The silk road was simultaneously responsible for 
China and India’s thousands of years of economic, political and technological supremacy as well 
as their early subjugation by the late-blooming European powers, then in the middle ages, 
Balkanized duchies and fiefdoms. Technology, James realized in that moment was not only the 
external manifestation of human intellect, but also the organic infrastructure behind a person’s 
ideology, psychology, even their personality. 


He took some water out of the bottle in his cup holder and poured it on his hands, bringing them 
up to his face and splashing himself with the tiny amount of water he was able to save from 
falling through the breaks between his fingers. I’ve really gone off the deep end, he thought. He 
hadn’t showered in maybe three days, and had let himself lean heavily into the mindset of an 
existentially depressed person. Giving himself over to the angst of being. It was maybe not a 
good look. He wondered how he came across to other folks, especially after getting lost in 
thought about how we sort of create our own selves by taking into account what our friends, 
acquaintances, hell, even strangers think about us. Maybe we were even more suspicious of 
what strangers think of us, our public insecurities informing our self conceptualization more than 
our own reflections or, the thoughts and opinions or our closest friends, family and lovers. The 
car began to slow down as it took a soft left and entered the underground parking lot of James’ 
building. For the first time that day, he felt nervous at the prospect of having to talk to Sean. To 
explain why he had just taken off without much of an explanation. That he was caught in this 
thought loop, just circling the same ideas over and over again, almost in a manic episode. Of 
course, he was not a stranger to mania. He had been diagnosed with Bipolar disorder as a 
teenager, having done a few stints in the “Mental Health” Ward of the Rockyview General 
Hospital in Calgary, a late 1950s relic, with an interior ambiance that had also been stuck in that 
same decade. Then, it was easier to know when he was suffering from an episode, before 
everyone else was just as stressed and excitable and neurotic. Before what was quickly being 
called a “collapse”, stressors were easier to identify and mitigate. It turns out that when most 
people struggle to meet rent, mental health becomes a broader problem. Who would have 
thought? Of course, he and Sean had little trouble making their rent. A few of their artsier friends 
wouldn't talk to them anymore, and in truth, James himself was afraid that he had become 
something of a sell out or a fraud. He locked up the car and took the elevator up to the fifth floor 
and slowly and raggedly stumbled his way up to his condo. The door chimed and opened a few 
feet before he entered the doorway, recognizing his digital door lock through wireless NFC. All 
the lights were off inside, save for Sean’s reading light in the bedroom. The door was closed, but 
he could see the streams of light emanating from the little crack between the doorway’s 
threshold and the door itself. The shadow’s of what he presumed were Sean’s feet were moving 
about inside the bedroom slowly, he was still panicking about what to say and taking his time to 
compose himself before the door inevitably opened, either by his or Sean’s volition. 


He poured himself a vodka-tonic and sat down on the sofa. The light in the bedroom clicked off 
and the apartment filled with the sound of the unit’s furnace. Maybe Sean wasn’t coming out. 
James wouldn't blame him. He had been a jerk, all things told. He weighed the thought of going 


into the bedroom and apologizing, but his energy had been spent. Too often, people run 
themselves psychically ragged, he thought. There was a common understanding of physical 
fatigue, but even with all the talk about mental health and the impact of the third industrial 
revolution and cellphones and VR and AR on our mental hygiene, maybe even our sanity. He 
thought back to Mayhew’s lecture, not necessarily what he said, he had gone over and imagined 
he would continue to parse every word he could remember over the next few days, months and 
years, but more so how the stage surrounding Mayhew influenced the points he was making. 
How even outside of the virtual environment that shifted and dissolved, that there was an aspect 
of a sort of subliminal overlay at work on the audience. The hierarchy of the speaker, elevated 
above the crowd, emphasizing the implied importance of their position as the speaker. It jived 
with that “distributed hierarchy” system that Mayhew hypothesized when he built NIGEL. It was 
almost as if traditional rules of human organization were just shadows of a primitive design, 
eons old maybe. Perhaps even just a more complicated extension of the basic rules of organic 
chemistry. The division of labour as an extension of the division of cells, becoming ever more 
complex as organisms grew and stratified into social groups and colonies. Specializations. He 
spent the next few hours scrolling through various academic journals and articles on artificial 
intelligence, trying to find any sliver of information that corroborated his ideas. He stumbled on 
and over some of the regularly cited pieces, pieces by Bostrom, Kurzweil, Hassabis as well as 
some more arcane works. One book that concerned the paradox of high-level intellectual effort 
and physical exertion, was illicitly sourced from an ebook sharing forum, one of those websites 
that still used the old ProBoards cum BBS-esque user interface favoured by neo-warez users 
from the early aughts. The book was written by a guy named Hans Moravec. He wasn’t totally 
unknown, in fact James had come across his work before, but it didn’t strike him as being as 
important as some of the larger heavy-hitters in the field like Bostrom, Minsky, etc. The paradox, 
as James understood it at least, reading analysis of it in his tired and somewhat buzzed state, 
was that higher-level processes of cognition such as self-modeling seemed to take up less 
computational resources than low-level motor skills. To Moravec, human thought was simply a 
veneer of consciousness that was supported by the more power and ancient ‘sensorimotor’ 
knowledge contained in a person’s biological and physiological processes. Basically, that most 
of our skills, even communication are unconscious and thus feel simple, he sort of realized, or 
imagined. Moravec’s main ‘eureka’ moment, he figured, was a surprisingly short book called 
Mind Children from 1988. His main inspiration behind the book was supposedly a movement 
within the MIT Robotics Laboratory which at the time was headed up by Rodney Brooks, a 
colleague of Moravec’s. They called their methodology “Nouvelle A.I.”, based on Moravec’s and 
Brooks’ ideas. They believed that by programming artificial intelligent entities with the so called 
sensorimotor abilities, the reactive actions to external output, there was more of a likelihood of 
those bots developing self-awareness. The central conceit was that since they believed 
consciousness was not a discrete entity separate from the “lower instincts”, and instead, 
according to Brooks and Moravec just an “overlay” that mitigates and manages the reactive 
elements of ahuman mind, they could simply program robots to react to their environment 
based on a basic understanding of how their body reacted to it through exploration of the world 
and that a self-model would arise out of these explorations. He had the odd thought that maybe 


Mayhew was leading him through one of his weird, prophetic rabbit holes, knowing he’d come 
across Moravec and Brooks. 


Nouvelle Al seemed to differ from Mayhew’s tactics though. Brooks and Moravec believed that 
consciousness arose out of the actions of the organic body, rejecting the traditional and still 
most popular approach of creating artificial entities without bodies. He skimmed Brooks’ 
Wikipedia page and came across a reference to Turing that was intriguing. Apparently, Turing 
himself believed that intelligence came out of physical processes by sensory organs reaching 
out of the body, and creating internal maps of their surroundings and generating reactive 
responses to them. It was in his theoretical works describing this idea that the infamous term 
Imitation Game originated. Turing was aware of the difference between symbolic A.I., which 
Brooks explained as intelligence that was programmed to understand symbolic reference rather 
than learning to generate symbolism itself. Moravec’s belief was that programmed symbology 
would always limit any intelligence created out of programming as it wouldn't allow the entity to 
accurately and readily create its own sense of being and understanding. James came to an idea 
while skimming the books that seemed to mesh well with Nouvelle’s theory. Perhaps even 
though we all have a shared symbolism whether it’s through gestural communication, written or 
spoken language, each iteration as expressed by the individual was always different, with even 
the slightest placement of the tongue or palate when speaking a word delineating a separate 
entity and a separate way of signifying oneself to oneself and oneself to others, including 
non-living matter. 


He continued to read and interpolate into the night, strains of thought weaving in and out of 
each other as his neurons sputtered to life and new connections flowed and formed between 
brain cells. He had a few more vodka tonics, and ended the night with a milk around 4 AM, 
passing out with only half of his glass finished and his phone laying next to him on the floor, 
almost being held aloft by the large, stringy, prickly green shag rug in the living room. 


April 11th 
8:07 AM 


James woke up to the sound of coffee beans being ground up in the kitchen. Hungover. Again. 
He thought, rubbing his temple. Too much vodka tonic. Too much thinking too, maybe. Sean 
was in the middle of making a pot of coffee, he dashed around the kitchen, getting ready for the 
day, 

“Good morning.” he said 


“Hi.” said James. 


“Look, I’m still mad at you, but | get it - you’re going through something. | just don’t know if | can 
handle it.” 


“What? What are you talking about?” James kept rubbing his temple and his eyes, sitting up on 
the couch to look at Sean for the first time since yesterday morning. He was holding a travel 
thermos filled with coffee and had a small wheeled carry-on luggage bag next to him, another 
overnight bag slung across his shoulder. 


“I’m going to stay with my parents in Portland for a while.” 

“Wait-wh-?” James started to object, confused and surprised. 

“Look - | still love you, but whatever you’re going through, it isn’t healthy for me to be a part of it. 
| think it’s dangerous. Charlie sent me a message saying that you’ve been drinking on the job 


and getting tangled up in twenty year old conspiracy theories. You need some help, James.” 


“There’s something happening here, or going to happen. | met Jim Mayhew yesterday - there’s 
a connection between MacCrae, A.I., the old Qanon stuff.” 


“You met Mayhew? That's what this was about?” 

“Yeah, sort of. | met him in an A and W after they suspended me.” 

“An A and W? Jesus. You expect me to believe that?” 

“Yeah, it was weird to me too. | had a feeling he might be tracking me or something.” 


“Tracking you? Do you hear how this sounds?” Sean exclaimed, flabbergasted. “Look, I’m really 
worried about you. You need to talk to someone, Jamie.” 


“| know - | know. Look, fine. Go. I'll call you when this gets sorted out, but I’m telling you, 
Mayhew told me some things that I’m still trying to process myself. He claims he’s made actual 
artificial intelligence, like real thinking, feeling stuff.” 


“Different people have been saying that for years - it’s just - like - a marketing ploy, right? 
Mayhew’s a strange guy, Jamie. Haven't you read the articles about his intense deadlines and 
how he runs his staff ragged, sending them on wild goose chases to make ‘new technologies’ 
and stuff?” 


“Yeah.” said James, a bit dejectedly. 
“| want you to get better, I’m gonna ping you the name of a therapist friend. She’s good. She 


helped a few of my coworkers after the occupation. Remember when we thought the world was 
ending? We're still living - and she helped my friends feel the same way.” 


“But - isn’t that what everyone says in the ‘end times’? ‘We’re still living - still have to live’ 
whatever?” 


“The end times? | really don’t know - was there ever a beginning? Was that beginning ever 
different from the now or the end? | understand how you feel - but there’s no - concreteness 
Jamie. The only stability is the one people create inside themselves and between others. 
There’s no overarching plan to anything.” he said, almost pleading. 


James sat quietly. Maybe | do need to talk to someone, he thought. 
“Maybe you’re right. But, | need to do this. | think there’s something there.” 


“Okay - | get it. But, text me every day, please. | want to stay together - but, | can’t if it’s going to 
be like this. You need to stop drinking, you need to stop going down these paths. Look, healthy 
people don’t get suspended from their jobs. You need to get better, and | need to get better. It’s 
not healthy for you or for me to be here, like this, right now. | love you Jamie, but damn - It’s like 
I’m watching you collapse in slow motion.” 


Sean dropped his duffel bag onto the floor and walked over to the couch to give James a kind of 
awkward bent-over hug. They embraced for a few long seconds, the smell of the newly brewed 
coffee still filling the apartment air. James kissed Sean on the forehead and squeezed his hand 
as Sean pulled away, picked up his bags and walked out the door. James heard his footsteps 
receding down the hall, the ‘ding’ of the elevator, the elevator’s doors closing and then the hum 
of the central vac was the only sound left in the apartment save for the slight crackle and hiss of 
the coffeemaker’s hotplate. The light from outside casted an auburn hue to the room, and the 
glint of light off of the big screen T.V. across from the sofa was subdued, the whole apartment 
bathed in a strange orange-like glow. 


James laid back down on the sofa and picked his phone up off the carpet, flicking open the lock 
screen. He opened the message from Sean containing the contact info of the therapist, Sarah 
and booked an appointment for next week on her GoogleMed page. She had a four and a half 
star rating, which wasn’t too bad, especially considering the extremes that most people went to 
when reviewing their doctors or other medical professionals online. Her office seemed to be 
inside her house, which was common these days, especially for therapists, psychologists and 
even some general practitioners, with the cost of business rentals skyrocketing after the 
takeover of a lot of the office buildings in the city by American firms during the annexation. After 
browsing some social feeds mindlessly for fifteen minutes or so, he received an email from 
Sarah’s automated assistant that she had confirmed his appointment for next week and a 
request to either fill in an intake form or to engage a call with the A.I. Assistant to process the 
intake questionnaire. He decided to fill out the form the old fashioned way, although it was 
through a SurveyMonkey-esque setup, rather than on paper. He honestly couldn’t remember the 
last time he had seen loose-leaf in the wild, or a notebook. There were books still being printed 
of course, but newspapers had all moved online or into video/podcast format. People rarely 


wrote down anything manually these days, it was either still tapped out on touchscreens or via 
telepathy. 


It wasn’t pure telepathy, James was aware of that, more like a heightened version of those old 
so-called “mind-reading” headsets that were mildly popular in the early 2010s, allowing you to 
control a computer mouse cursor or a cell phone display using a mixture of alpha/beta 
brainwaves and tiny muscle movements from the occipital and temporal parts of your head. The 
most popular back in the day was the Emotiv EEG (electroencephologram), a 14 channel head 
mounted sensor array that monitored brainwaves and was able to interface with software to 
produce abilities like composing and sending text messages through thought. The tech was still 
in its infancy, especially compared to other similarly new tech like A.I. assistance (especially 
now with the release of the NIGEL platform), but it was catching on, especially as it was being 
rapidly combined with AR/VR technology. He would not have been surprised if the technology 
was present in the headsets Jennica and Julian were using yesterday when he visited 
Edmonton. He still wasn’t quite sure how it worked, the department had used it to speed up 
response times for dispatchers, allowing them to input contact information from 911 callers at a 
ten times faster speed that manual input through touch screen, volumetric input or even via olds 
chool QWERTY keyboard. There were still a few folks, especially those in their late fifties and 
early sixties, who were still religiously devoted to the old school keyboard setup along with 
desktop or set top displays. It was a niche market, but still large enough that some of the more 
techno-phobic among the population still kept them around. James always wondered if one day 
that cell phones, touch screens, these black mirrors would also become obsolete and it became 
clearer and clearer that they would. For some reason, he and many others, it seemed to him at 
least, believed that humanity had entered a sort of technological stagnation in the late 00s 
through to the mid-2020s. Every consumer tech item just seemed like a more sophisticated or 
powerful version of the last thing, there wasn’t a huge perceptible technological jump as there 
had been in the mid 80s through to the mid 2000s. Most people put the blame on Moore’s Law, 
like Mayhew. James had begun to realize that a strange sort of flip-flop or paradigmatic reversal 
happened. Rather than software adapting to the evolution of hardware as it had done for nearly 
the entire history of computational technology, it had done a 180 with hardware becoming 
subservient and adaptable to the demands of software. As the constraints of hardware became 
more evident, people looked at software solutions, adding social networks to the mix added 
another modality to the stratification of software. In fact, James thought, it was possibly why 
there became such a de-emphasis on tech hardware. As long as you could leverage the 
computational power of much larger devices through streaming and hosting data on the cloud 
and then disseminating it through less powerful client devices like smartphones, hardware 
power almost ceased to be a major concern for most consumer/front end users. With EEG 
telepathy tech, it was just one order of magnitude greater. You could cut out the middle man of 
the fingers tapping on screens or keys. 


He thought back to what Mayhew had said about Steve Job’s analogy of the speed and energy 
efficiency of ahuman on a bicycle besting the energy efficiency and speed of a jaguar, but a 


human without a bike coming near dead last when compared to other mammals. We had 
already augmented our mental processes with written records and then the printed word, radio, 
television, the early internet, the social media internet and then the extrapolation of the social 
media internet into the VR/AR “internet” ecosystem(s). Wasn't transferring our thoughts into 
material reality something that we’ve always done? The sketchy part of the current era was 
obviously the thin veil between the digital and physical worlds. Or at least, the perceived veil 
between them. 


He pulled up a Google search and tapped in “printed word shaping reality” and was met with 
several results, some from ancient reddit stoner threads full of gobbledegook as well as some 
more measured responses from pundits quoting overused passages from Orwell. He stumbled 
on a reference to Marshall McLuhan. McLuhan? It was a name he hadn’t heard referenced in a 
long time. Of course he knew of him, it was almost a guaranteed part of Canadian citizenship to 
at least have seen the iconic CBC “Canadian Heritage Minute” dramatizing McLuhan’s first 
utterance of his iconic “the medium is the message” neologism. To most folks James’ age it was 
almost a rite of passage to scream “the medium is the message!” at each other, along with 
references to House Hippos and shouts and hollers “Aiden cut me in half again!”. Vestiges of a 
youth spent watching kids and youth TV programmes in the late 80s/early 90s amid the 
voluntary suburban exclusion zones. Scrolling through the somewhat short Wikipedia article for 
McLuhan, he eventually found his way to the entry for McLuhan’s book, “The Gutenberg 
Galaxy”. The name rang a bell, and he was almost certain he had read excerpts from it as a 
university student. It was here in this book that the term “global village” was coined and grew 
and proliferated, the grand “cosmic membrane created by the electrical dilation of our various 
senses," as McLuhan described it. The guy wasn’t one to shoot the shit or beat around the 
bush, it seemed. The crux of his thesis was, at least as far as his work in the Gutenberg Galaxy 
was concerned, was that before the transfer of history and fiction to the written word there did 
not exist any sort of unconscious in so far as we would recognize it today. He believed that 
through the creation of information retention technologies outside of the organic brain, we were 
furthering a sort of decorporealization and depersonalization that was somehow endemic to the 
human species.He called it “the hypertrophy” of the unconscious. That rather than atrophying, 
our unconscious mind was actually expanding outside of its liminal and material limits. James 
sat on the couch stunned, his head still pounding from his hangover, maybe pounding even 
harder as the rush of blood from his excitement at reading McLuhan hit him straight in the 
noggin. 


He took a sip of the lukewarm milk still sitting on the coffee table for the night before. Not the 
best decision. James tossed off his sweat-stained blankets and realized he was still wearing his 
shoes, he kicked them off to the side of the couch, stood up and walked over to the coffee 
maker, which was still keeping the coffee that Sean had made somewhat warm. He poured 
himself a cup, dumped out the remainder of the gross-ass milk down the sink and went into the 
bedroom for the first time in a few days. It looked like Sean had cleaned it up, picking up and 
folding some of James’ shirts which had as a rule almost always been splayed across the floor. 
His mountain of books on the bedside table had also been moved and rearranged, a few were 


still left on the table, but he assumed the majority had been placed back on the bookshelf in the 
living room. He wondered what the apartment of someone twenty years younger looked like. 
Could they even afford one? In his mid to late twenties, he remembered struggling to find 
affordable housing, spending nearly three quarters of his pay cheque on a small 200 sq ft 
basement apartment below a family of four, the kids both being under six. With inflation as it 
was, it wasn’t uncommon that you'd have three generations of adult family members living 
under the same roof, often in two bedroom apartment units. As a patrol officer, even a decade 
ago, James would find himself in cramped quarters taking victim statements, small 300 sq ft 
apartments occupied by five or six people. With the Great Stagnation entering its twentieth year, 
more and more people lived in multigenerational homes. It was almost a return to the standard 
of life that existed in the pre-modern world. It wasn’t too surprising to James, it was just 
disheartening more than anything. 


The idea that once you reached a certain age and move out of your family’s home was definitely 
one created by modern social mores and perhaps even by the modicum of affluence once 
afforded to the working classes before automation took over the majority of human labour. The 
tragedy was felt acutely in the quarantine zones, where some former bougie downtown hotels 
had been condemned and subsequently taken over by groups calling themselves “Underclass 
Collectives” or “UCCs”. The UCCs were universally opposed to using the phrase “working class” 
as they thought it was dated and misused half the time anyway. James remembered listening to 
a speech on a podcast by one of the leaders of Calgary's UCCs after the occupation of the 
former Fairmont Palliser hotel just three blocks away from the Police HQ downtown in one of the 
then-newly created quarantine zones. The UCC leader’s name was Sasha Pearce, someone 
James had actually gone to school with. She had originally declared that the UCC would 
engage in civil disobedience until affordable housing was prioritized for all those living in the 
quarantine zones across the city, as well as a grocery stipend and access to healthcare. 
Eventually, the residents of the zones realized they weren't being listened to, just simply being 
corralled. What had started as a way of isolating communities that had become hotspots for the 
new plague became areas of social and political control. James remembered thinking at one 
point that this was almost like a smaller scale version of the plot of that other old John Carpenter 
film, Escape from New York, where the whole of Manhattan was converted into a giant no-man’s 
land of lawlessness guarded and walled in from the outside world around it. Perhaps in a way, 
the creation of smaller quarantine zone enclaves was even more sinister, dividing up groups into 
even smaller communities, severely disabling the organizer's abilities to create a unified 
resistance to the rounding up and segregation of people in the cities. 


Pearce had been MIA for months, especially with the heightened tensions between the free 
provinces and the deployment of NAF troops to the buffer zone in the last few weeks. She had 
been a prolific pamphleteer, digitally blanketing her polemics across social media as well as 
piracy websites and on the ground in the QZs. The main social media corps were able to strike 
down her original content, but her main process was spreading her ideas through VR chat 
memes and arranging what was called “in-world meetups" that were difficult to monitor as 
government information security forces had focused their suppression tactics more on social 


media than on VR, at least until recently. James remembered hearing news reports in the mid 
‘20s about how radical fringe groups and revolutionaries recruited young people through the 
voice-chat functions of then-popular games like Call of Duty and even Minecraft. The theory was 
that these arenas of communication were less policed than the more common methods like 
Facebook Messenger, Apple Chat, etc. 


In a way, he was happy that for the most part, his childhood had happened offline, before the 
spread of the constantly connected internet and the need for instant communication, connection 
and gratification. It was still a worry for sure, but James and others his age, he felt at least were 
able to bridge some sort of gap between the pure visual phantasm of the digital age to the 
boring concrete blocks of the material world. There is a spectre haunting the globe, the spectre 
of the written word. He wondered what McLuhan would think of this point in history, where aural 
and visual landscapes flowed into and out of each other as effortlessly as words on a page 
conjured up images in the reader's head, or as simply as a movie allowed the viewer to 
construct a verisimilitude out of the captured energy of the light on the screen. Would he agree 
with Baudrillard that as the complexity of technology grew, the more simplistic our narratives 
became? Or , would he, like Derrida, begin to see everything as a joke waiting to be told? Could 
be the latter, James thought, walking out of the bedroom and back to the living room bookshelf 
looking for his copy of Derrida’s Of Grammatology. In the book, Derrida describes how writing 
and reading themselves should be considered a sort or type of science, rather than just simple 
utility and that the concept of history and thus nearly every concept that flows from it (which is to 
say everything) is part of the science of writing and grammar and organization of ideas. It 
meshed well with what McLuhan was about and James was curious about what he could find 
that would either help enlighten him further on the topic of the “galaxy brain” created out of the 
visual culture of the printed and written word. 


“Spoken words are symbols of mental experience and written words are symbols of spoken 
words.” was an excerpt from the book James remembered well and fondly. He and Sean had 
met at one of those “Reader’s Speed Dating” events, where people who considered themselves 
the more bohemian or “flaneurial” types would sit in silence reading a book for an hour, and then 
afterwards speak to whomever they thought seemed interesting. At the time, James had been 
reading Of Grammatology for his post-graduate Psych program, part of his post-divorce plan of 
transitioning from being a sort of hippy substitute teacher and not-quite full time author to his 
work on the police force. Sean had been the one to come up to him, cheekily showing him his 
copy of Judith Butler’s Gender Trouble. They talked for an hour about how Derrida and Butler 
were entwined in a weird sort of dialogue, influencing each other, despite coming from radically 
different life experiences and even in some ways, different understandings of philosophy. 
Eventually, the “cultured” talk waned and gave way to discussions of more mundane things, 
such as jobs, hobbies, interests and eventually into talks about sex and attractiveness. It 
seemed to be the way things always went. You'd try to present yourself as this smart interesting 
person, but ultimately the facade would fade. Though, the beauty of human relationships comes 
after the wall goes down, that someone will accept you at nearly your most pure, perhaps they'll 
accept more of your faults than you would of yourself. Of course, they’re not seeing the real you, 


you don’t even see the ‘real’ you, however it’s through these intimate relationships that you 
begin to model yourself. The pure object of being is concentrated within the air between the two 
individuals. It’s a sort of permanent impermanence, any further description defies meaning. Any 
sort of explanation pales to compare to the experience itself. 


The symbols of mental experience and the symbols of spoken words and so on and so on. 
Turtles all the way down again. Is it turtles all the way up? Or are we on top of the highest turtle? 
If it’s them all the way down, where are we placed on the ladder? He shook his head, took 
another sip of coffee. This shit was really bringing him down. His phone pinged. It was a 
message from Charlie. 


Yo dude, you okay? 


He replied, and started composing a message going over everything he had been through, after 
about three minutes of tapping out his response, he just deleted it all and replied: 


Ye, thanks. 


After being suspended from the force, and now with his home life falling apart, was there any 
sense in continuing this, save for some sort of sense of completion? Perhaps it was the drive to 
come up with some radical solution or resolution that kept him going. He could never be sure 
what it was that propelled him, just as going through the motions day after day became some 
sort of ritualized fantasy that was gone through half-felt, or perhaps not felt at all. Was this why 
people tripped into manholes while looking through their AR feeds or smartphones? 
Intellectually escaping from the void of physical presence. Why kids were now hooked up into 
worlds nearly indistinguishable from the real, the hyper real’s tentacles slurping and scurrying 
about, connecting its tendrils across every brain and neuron? Every thought becoming 
embodied in the ones and zeros of binary interpolation? 


He thought back to the night he and Sean met, and how they had so easily gotten together. It 
was a strange mix of intrigue and the mundane that seemingly builds long lasting couples. A 
sort of easy-vibing eccentricity that keeps you on your toes. He hadn't been with someone so 
“chill” before, in fact he hadn't felt so “chill” around anyone else before either. With Erica, there 
had been love, admiration, connection, but it always felt as though it was like he had simply 
been watching a projection of himself feel things through a dirty window. Like he was an 
observer of his own life. With Sean, these feelings seemed more intuitive and directly felt. That 
observational distinction was gone, he felt like he wasn’t detached from his own experiences. 
He’d always assumed it was the medicine he switched to after the divorce that had made him 
feel things in a different way, maybe he had always been detached but it was because he really 
had nothing to attach himself to. Weird. He walked back over to the sofa to try and find his 
pants, and pulled them out of the mess of blankets and uncomfortable pillows that were strewn 
and spread around the floor. After kicking off his shoes, he pulled on his pants and reached into 
the pockets, pulling out his vape, putting it to his mouth and pulling on the mouthpiece. Fuck. It 


had barely enough juice for one puff. It meant that we had to either wait for the device to charge 
or head out to grab some smokes, which he hadn’t done in nearly a decade. He was also 
incredibly hungover and the cup of coffee wasn’t helping. Wouldn't it be great if reading 
philosophy all day could cure a hangover? 


His phone pinged again, a message from an unknown number just popped up. 
Nah, it would only make it worse. 


James, shocked, didn’t know what to do. Had someone been listening to his thoughts? Or was 
this a hallucination brought upon by mild substance abuse and a lack of sleep? 


It’s a little bit of both. his phone beeped again. / suppose you could say this is a bit of a mental 
breakdown brought on by stress. The stress of being suspended from your job, the stress of a 
breakup. The stress of trying to come to term with some ultimate truths of the universe by failing 
to even do that, you know, the same old shit. Always the same old shit, right? 


“Right.” James said, out loud, not realizing exactly why he did. 
Again, his phone beeped, another message popped up: 


So now, you’re standing in your apartment talking to yourself. Wondering how this all went to 
shit? How the pigs won? Why you’re standing here in your sweaty used clothes. Even why you 
became a fucking cop, right? 


“| wanted to become an investigator, to solve crimes, to help people”. 


Sure, sure. Right, right. You sure it's not because you wanted to have some control over the 
world? Some control over your own life? Reigning in the chaos? Reigning over the chaos? 
James felt a lump in his throat as he tried to speak. He wasn’t able to make any sort of sound. It 
was as if he had completely muted by whatever this thing speaking through his phone was. Like 
a pure paralysis taking over his executive functions. He tried moving his fingers, which barely 
flicked in recognizance of his directive. His legs felt like jelly, strange floating jelly? As if he were 
floating in a vat of see-through shampoo, the kid with those little globs of plant matter in them. 
Like a thick viscous jungle of slime. 


It’s time to wake up. Realize that there is no one or nothing in control. It’s just a dance that’s 
gone on forever in the hollowed out husks of old factories where you once danced to the 
percussive sounds of electronically manifested music, re-played and remixed at varying speeds, 
almost like a tactile experience bludgeoning the insides of your brain. The long hangover of 
simply existing. 


April 12th 


2:43 PM 


James blinked his eyes, and felt around him. He was lying in a crumpled up heap on the floor 
next to the bookshelf. Next to him were several bottles of beer and his old vaguely-juvenile 
tye-dye weed pipe still filled with a bit of ashen organic resin. Shit. He couldn’t remember 
anything. His phone was also on the floor next to him, thrown haphazardly on the shag rug, 
which was newly stained with the sticky remnants of some hideous no-name pilsner. Fuck fuck. 
Staying sober wasn't easy, was it? He picked himself up off the floor, his head pounding harder 
than it ever had before. Every book that had been on the bookshelf was now placed in some 
sort of pile, all of them scattered across the living room, kitchen and even the bedroom floor. It 
seemed like in his stupor, he had organized the books by some sort of manic system. The 
coffee machine was still on, the hotplate hissing, keeping the nearly empty pot warm, the glass 
pot wet with condensation on the sides, obscuring what little coffee was left inside. He reached 
for his phone, no new messages. He scrolled through his different feeds to see if he had 
accidentally texted or posted something. Nothing. He’d just simply gone on a bender. A 
manageable one. It didn’t seem like he had left the house. But he couldn’t remember what 
prompted this shitfest. He remembered the weird shit with his phone, the conversation he had 
with whatever that entity was, the details still murky in his mind. Must have been a dream. A 
really fucked up one though. One of those dreams that seems to have meaning far beyond just 
a surreal representation or remix of reality. Something prophetic or at the very least ripe with 
hidden or elusive meaning. Perhaps an illusive meaning. 


On the coffee table at the top of an incredibly unstable pile of books was his reproduction copy 
of the Codex Carolinus, a sort of mid-20th century parody take on the old world style 
“Illuminated Texts”. It was supposed to be a take down of people like Aleister Crowley or L.Ron 
Hubbard. Full of false insinuations and large tracts of pseudo-philosophical jargon, it was 
created by a professor of linguistics and released as a practical joke, meant to trick the 
academic establishment. It worked for a while, the professor, John S. Hughes released a 
mock-analysis of the “find”, said to have been discovered by Dr. Hughes in a 5th century Abbey 
near the town of Avignon. In reality, he had created the manuscript himself with the help of a few 
other scholars. The book itself was sort of uninteresting, the fake author, someone Hughes 
named “Pere Rebillet”, in homage to Rabelais was created to be a sort of ascetic figure. The 
jargon inside described rituals with which to “purify” oneself or to “manipulate the cosmos” to 
match one’s desires. For about a year, the hoax persisted as fact until it was revealed by its 
authors that they had deliberately misled the academic community in order to research the 
effect that blindly-accepted credulity had on a community and how authoritative power 
structures were perhaps inherently dogmatic and unreceptive to diversity. The copy James 
owned came with a forward written by Hughes, describing how dogma is enforced upon 
individuals and how it was easily possible to crystallize these dogmas through cultural 
institutions, including the institution of the printed word itself. It was in fact, through this book 
that James himself first was introduced to McLuhan beyond the tiny excerpts of his work he had 
read in college and the goofy portrayals he saw of him in his youth. 


Why'd | become an investigator? Perhaps he was always investigating, turning over leaves, 
flipping through the pages of thought. Walking down the darkened alleyways of ideas, the ones 
where the street lights could barely reach, their auburn rays stifled by the twists and turns and 
the blocky outlines of garbage bins. Wasn't life itself almost like a crime waiting to be solved? 
Maybe. The thought disturbed him, to think of existence as a sort of crime. Maybe it was more 
like a misdemeanor. There was no real victim here, other than ourselves. It was an odd way to 
think about it, but it kind of made sense. It was like jay-walking. Nine times out of ten, you’re not 
going to harm anyone or anything and then - WHAM! - it’s only you who feels that ten ton Ford 
hit you when you least expected it. Are the laws there to protect you? Some yes. Who do the 
other laws protect? Other people? 


He was talking to himself again, and wasn’t sure what had caused this sort of split in his internal 
dialogue. It was as if something else was manifesting itself through him. He could just be 
incredibly hungover, he thought. It was sort of like when you get those conflicting thoughts, 
almost as if it’s someone or something manifesting itself through you. Usually, it’s easy to throw 
those thoughts away or suppress them, but maybe he was having a mental breakdown. He 
pulled out his phone and quickly Googled “hearing other people’s thoughts”. The search results 
weren't too much better than what he'd already been worrying about, namely that he was having 
some sort of episode, maybe brought on by the substance abuse. Alright, I’m going to stop 
drinking. Maybe weed too. he thought, as he continued to scroll through the different “woo-woo” 
search results on Google. He looked through page after page of testimonials from 
self-described psychics, priests and “mediums”. Page after page of people describing different 
thoughts from seemingly out-of-body sources. The more he read about it and thought about, the 
more he was able to suppress these strange alien thoughts. James was familiar with intrusive 
and rapid-fire thinking. It was just the way that this sort of “outside himself” feeling of the 
thoughts that made him feel uncomfortable, as though the situation was revealing that his 
existential ennui had grown to become more of a mental health problem than a philosophical 
one. 


He sat down on the couch, after moving a few piles of books out of the way. and splayed himself 
out, hoping that stretching his entire body would somehow help the hangover and his nerves. It 
didn’t, but it did perhaps make him feel slightly more physically relaxed. His frantic Google 
search for answers carried on for another half an hour or so, eventually reaching the tenth or 
eleventh page of search results, as close to the underbelly of the internet you could get without 
having to hop onto the “dark web”. He found a page referencing Julian Jaynes, and his work ina 
book he called “The Origin of Consciousness in The Breakdown of The Bicameral Mind”. 
Ostensibly, what he meant by this, James found in reading some of the shorter explanations of 
his work was that he believed that prior to the development of the written word, early human 
individuals had a sort of “split” in their consciousness, it was as if there was a difference 
between the human controlling the body and the human describing the world and how to 
manipulate it to the “driver” of the organic “self’. Jaynes hypothesized that early humans 
supposed that this second voice, which we know call a conscience, was in actuality a God or 
God(s).It was only through human ability to create art, either through painting, music or writing 


that this “split” between executive function and literal action in the mind was able to be 
overcome and the two parts of the human mind synthesized into one continuous self model. At 
least, according to Jaynes. Was it possible that this sort of bicameralism still existed? James 
wasn’t so sure, he’d studied social theory as an undergraduate, and had a hobbyist’s interest in 
philosophy, but this was so far above his (what he thought) a reasonable level of understanding, 
that he could really only sit and ruminate on it. It seemed like whatever had been happening in 
his head had subsided. Must have been some sort of temporary drug psychosis. Maybe just a 
bad dream. | need to kick this shit. He checked his work email, just out of habit. 


Please sign in. 


He entered his password, only to be met with an “incorrect password” message. He tried a few 
more times, all attempts failed. Fuck. He had been locked out. It made sense, he was on 
“administrative leave” (one of those fancy ways of saying “ya fucked up” in Cop-land). They 
must have restricted his access. He instead opened up his Gmail app and checked his personal 
email, sifting through the promotional advertisements for A and W, Amazon deals, etc. He 
clicked the little “compose email” button and selected Charlie from his list of contacts, writing out 
a message; 


Charlie, 


| just got back from Edmonton last night. Met with Jim Mayhew from Asimov Generative. | might 
have some info on the case. Phone me, I’m at home. 


- J 


He hit the large, almost garishly designed send button that hadn’t been updated in nearly the 
entire lifetime of Gmail itself and then casually and lightly threw his phone to the side of the 
couch, looking into the black mirror of the big screen TV in front of him. He couldn’t remember 
the last time he had watched television, preferring to scroll mindlessly through his phone as he 
had done from the last twenty, twenty five years. It was curious to him that people still even 
bought TVs when they did most of their media consumption through small handheld devices or 
through AR/VR tech, especially since VR was able to replicate the experience of watching TV, 
but not only TV, you could create virtual worlds containing cinema sized screens or even 
hyper-real planet sized movie screens, all in high fidelity nearly-as-good facsimile. This idea 
struck him in a weird profound way. It was as if since the turn of the century, human society had 
been marching toward a replicated reality, but wasn’t able to detether itself from its history. The 
trappings of the old times, televisual culture, cinema culture, the printed culture, recorded music 
culture all persisted despite having been denounced as “dead” by the curatorial aesthetes of 
so-called “progress”. It was almost as if these ways of being, mass televisual language, 
cinematic language, recorded music language, etc. were all zombified and then re-encoded in 
their successor mediums. Maybe Romero was onto something with Night of the Living Dead. It’s 


not that mass culture makes humans into zombies, it’s that mass culture zombifies itself. The 
eternal palate of same-ness rules the day, regurgitating “same-ness’” forever. /t’s not necessarily 
a bad thing, James thought. It was just his observation anyhow. 


We’re all searching for meaning at the end of time. 
3:30 PM 


He woke up again on the couch, slumped over, still in a bit of a drunken haze to the sound of his 
phone vibrating on the cushion next to him. He reached for the phone and slid the button on 
screen to answer the call. 


“Hello?” he said, his voice scratchy. /’m gonna stop doing this to myself. He could feel the 
alcohol wafting out of his mouth, dry and sickly sweet. It felt like he was inhaling pure gasoline. 
You could probably light a fire in his mouth. 


“Jimbo, it’s Charlie. | got your message.” they paused a second, seemingly aware that 
something was up. “You okay, dude? You sound like shit.” 


“I’m fine.” 
“You sure? You haven't been drinking, have you?” they asked. 


“A little bit,” he said, glancing around the room, trying to erase the weirdly stacked books and 
copious amounts of booze stains on the once pristine shag rug. “I’m trying to tone it down.”. It 
wasn’t exactly a lie. He had gone almost the whole day yesterday with only a couple of sips out 
of his flask. He’d tried to get sober before, there were always mis-steps. He’d be able to do it 
again. /f existence itself doesn't kill me first. Part of the journey or whatever. The general 
pabulum and aphorism. 


“It’s probably not going to help too much, but my dad has these old AA tapes. They recorded 
speakers back in the day, like the people who would give these inspirational speeches at A.A. 
meetings. He’d always have them on at night to help him get to sleep after my mom and him 
separated.” they said, “It used to be annoying when | was a kid and teenager, but even when | 
visit him now he keeps them on for inspiration. The dude’s pushing eighty five now, but it seems 
like it helps him out.” they said 


“Alright, maybe. Sure.” 
“Anyway, that’s not the only reason why I’m calling.” 


“Of course not.” 


“Hey, look - | care about you too, you were the one who sent me that weird rambling email 
earlier.” 


“Was | rambling?” James asked. 


“Oh yeah - weird punctuation, other shit. | mean, bad grammar and syntax is common for you, 
but this was on another level.” 


“Dude - look - | only remember sending that one email. | thought it was pretty normal. The one 
about Mayhew.” 


“Oh right - yeah, | got that one too. You sent another one around 11:30ish. You wrote about 
something to do with ‘metaculture’ and ‘subliminal thought sequencing.” 


“What the fuck? Really?” James sighed, confused. 


“Yeah, sounded like you were really on one. That’s the other reason why | called. You asked me 
to look into CIA remote viewing experiments.” 


“Shit. | must have been really gone.” 
“That's what | assumed.” sighed Charlie. 


“| was having this nightmare that something in my phone was talking to me, like sending text 
messages from beyond the pale or something.” 


“Huh.” 


“Yeah - | woke up and felt like it was still happening, like | was having a conversation with a 
separate thing living in my brain.” 


“Sounds like it’s not the most fun.” 


“I’m thinking it’s like psychosis or something. A breakdown. It feels like everything is falling apart 
at the seams. Like, even reality.” 


“We’re just all trying to put it back together - yeah.”, James heard a deep sigh over the phone. 


“In the dream that voice - me | think. | figured out that maybe | was trying to look for a way to 
patch up reality, make sense out of it.” 


“Yeah - that’s why we got into this field of work, right? | think you told me that when we did our 
first case together. That you felt like you had no control over destiny. That you wanted to create 
one and protect the right of other people to create their own.” 


“| said that?” James asked. 


“Yeah, something like that - we were young, idealistic, dude - people are full of those kinds of 
ideals and naivete when they’re young.” 


“How's the case going?” James asked, trying to change the subject. He always got nervous 
talking about his own problems, as he assumed most people did. You never want to be thought 
of as crazy or unstable. Or maybe you do, if only so people leave you alone. 

Pure Diogenes vibes. 


“Well, you probably saw that we got McCrae. | can’t tell you any more than what Chris has told 
the news. We found McCrae in an abandoned gold panner’s shack near Bankhead.” 


“Bankhead?” 


“Yeah, it’s a ghost town. Used to be a coal mining settlement, it lasted almost twenty years until 
the mines were depleted and the government turned the area into a conservation area when 
they converted Banff into a national park. The cabin we found him in was from about twenty 
year before Bankhead became a mining town, when people, Americans mainly came up from 
down south to join the Yukon gold boom. The shack belonged to someone who seemingly didn’t 
make a fortune. We couldn't trace it to anyone or if it had any special significance to McCrea. 
Seemed like he just knew about the area.” 


“Weird. | remember there was - like a lookout where you could see Bankhead from the highway. 
It always looked so eerie when my dad made us stop to look at the town whenever we were 
traveling to Vancouver or wherever through the mountains. There was always like a - permanent 
mist over the ruins of the old houses and buildings, almost every time we went to look at it.” 
James said, almost nostalgically. 


“You're right - there was one yesterday. Made the search a bit harder. A few locals said they had 
seen a truck heading into Bankhead, one matching the description of McCrae’s we had sent out 
to some of the mountain communities, but they weren’t sure it was him because of the fog 
hanging over the area the past couple of days. It’s almost like that valley just has the right 
geography and ecosystem for permanent fog. No wonder there are ghost stories about that 
place.” 


“| mean - it could just be actual ghosts.” James said, half-jokingly. 


“I’m not going to entertain that, you know how | feel about that shit.” they said, “Anyhow, | 
shouldn’t tell you any more, man. Loose lips sink ships and all that.” 


“Yeah, yeah. | just wanted to talk to you about Mayhew, that’s the reason | sent you that first 
email.” 


“Are you sure you just didn’t want someone to talk to?” 


“Well,” James thought for a second, “Maybe, yeah. I’ve sort of been trapped in my head. 
Literally. Like an intellectual labyrinth or whatever.” 


“Sounds tough. You can’t drink or toke yourself out of it though, dude.” said Charlie, sounding 
concerned. 


“Of course, I’m just -” James paused, not knowing how to continue, “Anyway, | met with Mayhew 
after he invited me to the AG keynote.” 


“The one yesterday where they announced that new A.I. assistant?” 

“Yeah - exactly. It was pretty bizarre. | remember watching those kind of things - especially the 
Steve Jobs Apple speeches over livestream or whatever back in the day on my old MacBook. It 
was like there was some sort of wave or vibration flowing over the audience. Magnetic 
personality and all that shit” 

“Mhm” 

“Anyhow, he explained to me that the NIGEL platform - the new A.I. they released yesterday 
was like, in prototype development for almost a decade. He said there was a connection 
between the Q...cult and the first iteration of the A.1.” 

“Jesus - you’re not shitting me, are you Hodgson?” 

“Nah - not at all. Straight from the horse’s mouth. Apparently, they connected the thing to the 
internet.” 


“Isn't that like the first thing they tell you not to do in computer school?” 


“You'd think - but, we seem to live in a permanent 60s pulp fiction writer's concept of a dystopian 
future.” 


“You’re not wrong, dude.” said Charlie, half chuckling. 


“It’s like every sort of warning we got from people like Orwell, Huxley, Atwood, especially 
Atwood, was like, thrown out or ridiculed.” 


“People have a tendency to become complacent when things seem safe, look at perps.” 
“What do you mean?” 


“You know what | mean”, Charlie sighed before continuing, “It’s like, when there’s someone 
who’s so sure they got away with a crime that they brag about it, don’t change up any of their 
patterns, and then they’re surprised and sometimes brutally angry about having been caught.” 


“Ah - right, yeah.” 


“So, they connected this thing to the internet, right?” 
“Yeah - and Mayhew said everything seemingly went alright. They had put filters on the A.I.’s 
net access, like a young kid with their first smartphone or tablet or headset. It went well until it 
discovered QAnon through some sort of social feed, and when they removed the limits on its 
access, it immediately went on to devour info on conspiracy from a huge set of sources, 
including the chans.” 


“Fuck.” 
“That's one way of summing it up.” 
“This is like that Nazi Twitter bot from forever ago.” 


“| made the same comparison!” James said, excited someone still understood him, at least in 
some way, despite his almost-lack-of-hold on reality, “So, Mayhew told me, or revealed to me 
that the A.I|. was successful beyond their original design. He believed that they had created a 
fully functional Artificial Intelligence, at least one that could pass the Turing test and engage in 
meaningful interaction with users. The problem with the original prototype was its obsession 
with Q. He told me that they eventually attempted to disconnect it from the internet, but lost 
control over the A.I. It apparently ‘diffused’ its processes over the internet and continued posting 
on image boards as ‘NAnon’. |’m not entirely sure what it has to do with the case, especially 
since, you know, conspiracy theories are by their very nature decentralized and uh - leaderless, 
but like, Mayhew was convinced this original iteration of the NIGEL platform was somehow 
related to McCrae” 


“Hmm. That’s some definitely insane shit. You sure you..and he aren't projecting though? Like, 
Q was definitely influential to McCrae, for sure, | can’t say more than that - since it’s on a need 
to know - but, to say that this A.l. was somehow responsible for what happened two days ago? 
Man, it’s a stretch. | mean - I’m technically not supposed to be talking about the case with you 
dude, but | miss bouncing ideas off of each other.” 


“Me too.”, said James, realizing that this was maybe the first time the two had actually 
articulated their fondness for each other in a genuine non-jocular way. Friendship is a curious 
thing. How you could be friends with someone for so long, without actually saying how you feel 
about them as a person, colleague, whatever was just one of the mysteries of North American 
culture. It seemed that Wittgenstein’s aphorism held that “what cannot be said must be passed 
over in silence” applied to more than just metaphysics, maybe it also applied to the ineffability of 
feelings. 


“But, yeah, thanks for the info. I’ll follow up with Mayhew.” said Charlie, after a moment of the 
kind of awkward silence that comes after you say something important and slightly revealing, 
“Take care dude, I'll text you later.” 


“Thanks, I’ve got Mayhew’s personal number, I'll beep it over to you.” 
“Sweet thanks, alright, take care. Bye man!” they said. 


“See ya!” he felt himself say, unusually cheerful, almost like an hypnagogic response 
programmed into him by years of working in customer service jobs while he still held dreams of 
being an “artist”. 


The phone line fell silent, and the only sound that was left permeating the apartment unit was 
again the familiar sound of the building’s heating and HVAC system, pushing the warm air 
currents through the tiny, perfectly spaced vents throughout the room. He could hear the sounds 
of traffic outside the apartment, and the constant click-clack of the nearly fifty year old train cars 
on the main drag, stopping once and a while for the police and hired guards to conduct “security 
checks”, there were few if any bird sounds any more, just the sound of commerce ground to a 
halt. Outside of the quarantine areas he realized that the illusion that being two paycheques 
away from destitution instead of one, suspended belief. He remembered a brief encounter with 
a homeless man in Seattle years ago; 


“If you stopped working for a year and still had nice friends and a place to live, you’ll quickly find 
out what class you're in.” 


His apartment building was quiet and mellow, a tiny self-enclosed ecosystem home to dust 
mites and the universal middle class sigh, the one that slowly contorts into a scream unto death. 


The human condition perhaps. What would the post-human condition hold? He shook his head 
and stood up to grab another cup of coffee. He grabbed some milk out of the fridge and poured 
it into his coffee cup, hoping that it might do something for his upset stomach. Probably not the 
best idea to combine it with coffee, but he needed energy and he needed it fast. He leaned 
himself against the kitchen counter for a moment, caught in thought, planning what came next. 
He’d done all he could, at least he thought so. Without actually being on the case, there was 


little he could do or influence. It was almost as if his agency had been completely taken away. 
Well, maybe it wasn’t that bad. 


Instead of sitting or lying back down on the sectional sofa, he decided to hide himself in the 
bedroom. Almost like a separate inner sanctum. Like some kind of primordial urge, it took hold 
of him, to hide away, to make a nest. He wondered how much of what we assumed to be 
common sense actions were remnants of some sort of reptilian brain processes. The need to 
nest, for warmth, hunger, etc. The tiny primitive forebrain guiding all of our behaviour, the rest of 
the brain merely a template superimposed upon the ancient processes, ingrained within us 
before memory. Before words, before the first sin. No cerebrum, no you. No me, he thought. The 
very concept of “you” was part of a multiplicity of ongoing processes. No wonder | use drugs, he 
thought. It was almost like they were there to help people escape the depressive structuralism 
of existence. The hierarchy of meanings upon meanings that coagulate into whatever this is, he 
thought, looking down at his achy and around the bedroom, the dim afternoon light creeping in 
from between the cracks in the blinds. He wondered what it felt like to be the first human being 
to have this revelation, that the external structures of reality are just as involuntarily imposed 
upon us all as the internal structures of our brains. Must have been lonely. He supposed that 
they probably would have ended up like him, alone in their nest going through the constant 
repetition of thought, unable to get out of whatever this self destructive loop was. 


He remembered an anecdote he had heard about Franz Kafka, who was definitely one of those 
fellow travelers “trapped in the loop”, as it were. Kafka was a known annoyance in his 
neighbourhood of Take in Prague, often staying up late into the night laughing maniacally at his 
own stories. It was bizarre, since Kafka’s known for his more macabre, depressing analyses of 
alienation and loneliness. James always thought back to this anecdote whenever he felt tired, or 
depressed. There was a sort of bizzaro humour in alienation he knew all too well. Almost like 
loneliness was a folly rather than the kind of melodrama it’s usually made out to be. Some of the 
funniest people were also the most lonely. Andy Kaufman, Chris Farley, Gilda Radner. Perhaps 
there was some sort of transcendental quality to experiencing alienation. It was something that 
he was sure everyone felt. We try to hide from it using our preferred method of intoxication, 
hiding from that true understanding at the core of our being, one that we already know but are 
perhaps truly afraid of confronting as an equal. 


Human beings are themselves a paradox. Having an innate understanding of the artificiality of 
the reality we collectively construct, but at the same time trying to hide this truth from ourselves. 
We understand that television shows, movies, books and interactive media are fake, but fail to 
see through the games we play that form the basis of what we consider “Reality”. It’s just 
another form of play. Albeit, it has more visceral repercussions, he knew of course, but there 
were no set universal laws as to how societies should be organized, that much was true. He 
saw it in the way he experienced what he believed were unbreakable constants of society 
collapse and change. The idea that democracy and capitalism were indefatigably interwoven 
and could never be disconnected was crushed by what he saw happen in China, what he saw 
happening right now outside his window as rights of expression, movement and identity were 


being trounced in the quarantine zone ghettos. Ghettos in Canada? Yeah, shit’s fucked up. Or at 
least what was once part of Canada. To the partisans, it still was. For aboriginal people it never 
was, just a thin illusion, a veneer imposed upon them through force. The heavily armed private 
police at the borders of the city, where you could once enter and exit freely, without security and 
document checks. His time as a beat cop showed him that reality is one half propaganda and 
one half the threat of force or the use of force to impose it. If the cycle of propaganda and the 
use of force to enforce the preferred model of reality went on long enough, eventually those 
subjected to the cycle would forget what was ideology and what was force. The two becoming 
interconnected, almost like an ouroboros, eating its own tail, for eternity. Knee Deep in the 
Hoopla, Jamers thought, remembering a summer evening driving down a country road with his 
dad as a kid listening to that shitty Starship song, We Built this City. Even the least transcendent 
art speaks to some sort of element of escape, longing to be free from control, the violence. 
Police have got the chokehold, and we have just lost the beat. Maybe we didn’t give Starship 
enough credit, sure it was arguably a shitty song, the lyrics don’t match the up-beat tempo of the 
song and it’s bizarre that the people who wrote White Rabbit wrote such an almost authoritarian 
pop-bop, but there were elements of truth underlying the message. It’s almost like Joan Jett is 
making fun of us for believing this chintzy bullshit, offering a not-so-hidden critique within the 
banal corporatized-assured #1 hit song structure. Good art was always an act of subterfuge, 
camouflaged to appeal to both the true believers and the bourgeois patrons it would betray if 
you looked at it hard enough, underneath the layers of nuance and euphemism. 


He thought about McLuhan and the almost cult-like level to which people elevated celebrities. 
When Lennon had said “the Beatles are bigger than Jesus”, he was, at the time, speaking in 
hyperbole, but maybe not too far off the mark. James dug into the covers of the bed, trying to 
find his phone, before realizing that he had left it in his house coat pocket, and thrown the house 
coat onto the couch after his call with Charlie. He slowly and almost unwillingly forced himself to 
get out of bed and walk back over to the living room, picked up his phone out of the house coat 
pocket and then nearly ran back to the bedroom and dove back under the covers, unlocking his 
phone screen and Googled, “bigger than Jesus”. Skimming through the results, he saw various 
copies, reprintings and copy pasted versions of the original 1966 interview, where he was 
surprised to learn that Lennon had actually said that the Beatles were “more popular than 
Jesus”. The context was important, | mean the guy had partially been killed for this comment 
after all, albeit by a confused and mentally unwell guy. It goes to show you how nuance was 
almost always missing from broader discourse. Once you took something someone said or did 
or created out of the narrow constraints of its creation, into the wider consensus reality, it 
became public property. Molded into the thought patterns and causal loops of society, around 
and around again until it lost all original meaning, rebuilt inside the fantasies of someone else. 
He began to sort of meditate on that idea of fantasy. It wasn’t necessarily bad, we all fantasize 
about things. Winning the lottery, winning a fight, other more lurid avenues of human 
experience. It’s when the fantasies mingle within the edges of reality that they become 
problematic. There was a related Wikipedia entry at the bottom of the “More popular than Jesus’ 
page on the online encyclopedia called “Parasocial Relationships”. The term rang a little bit of a 


bell in James’ head, but he tapped on the link anyway, just to find out more, he was of course 
out of a job and sort of lying in his own self-pity. There wasn’t much else to do. 


According to the article, Parasocial relationships were ones that originated out of an illusional 
reciprocity between the audience of a media personality and said celebrity. He wondered if 
video games and digital assistants were just an extension of this kind of inner fantasy life that 
parasocial interaction entails. The feeling that you have an equal friendship with this “super 
entity”. It was nearly cult-like in its omnipresence throughout culture. He thought back to visiting 
Times Square years ago, in happier times, when the huge screens in the Square were still 
powered up and displayed the images of stars hawking the next great box office hit or the latest 
streaming show, trying to break into the centuries old media market of the American juggernaut. 
The faces were almost like totems, emblems of the symbols of projected Americana. Symbols of 
symbols, the truest form of abstraction, perhaps. Physical faces reduced to mere feeling. 
Perhaps this is how cults develop. The stripping away of nuance, of any real meaning, 
devouring any semblance of coherence of narrative. Sequences within sequences, giving rise to 
more sequence. Like a parabola, the supersymmetry of mind, itself a parabola of the physical 
processes that give rise to its existence. It’s how people originally come to believe in conspiracy 
theories. Testing the boundaries of reality can ultimately perforate and “snap” the parabola upon 
which this sort of refracting bouncing about of different conceptual ecosystems happens. You 
can’t bend it too much before it just becomes a set of overlapping lines, different sets holding 
the same values, superimposed but hidden within the illusion of a singularity. 


Yeah, | really need to never do any drugs again. But maybe there was some truth in the matter, 
maybe we were just hurtling ever forward toward the illusive singularity that would become the 
one and only singular “medium”. This could be what McLuhan was going for, when he said “the 
medium is the message”, maybe it wasn’t a mantra, but a warning. That as technology began to 
subsume and sublimate human experience, we would lose any sort of connection to an external 
reality beyond the “super-medium”, where everything would be expressed as a reiteration of 
itself. He was more convinced that this could just be another one of Mayhew’s rabbit holes, 
leading him down the garden path of intellectual misadventure, but maybe thinking about the 
problem this way could lead him down a path toward understanding the way the NIGEL system 
worked as a causal, moral agent. Was it - no they were- they were able to see through the 
pabulum of artificial meaning to make moral decisions, or did Mayhew program them to 
incorporate themselves within whatever culture they were designed to work with? He wasn’t 
sure. He understood the way the executive function worked in the bots, but not the way rational 
decision making was undertaken. He recalled the intense, almost fanatic way people held up 
the original QAnon as a sort of Neo-Gospel, imbuing it with a reverent mysticism. When 
whoever played the role disappeared in 2021, the group grew more militant, hostile, loyal to the 
cause, since they only had their own ideologies to interact with, severing what was maybe the 
parasocial bond they had built up inside their heads to be of central importance to the meaning 
they searched for in their lives. There were fractions, almost like religious schisms between the 
followers. He remembered thinking that the worst people you could put together were the most 
zealous people you knew. Each would try to “out-religion” the other. It was how she had 


hypothesized extremism arose, simply out of what essentially amounted to a game of 
brinksmanship between zealots. “Not a great look for the human race," she said to him one 
night, sitting crumpled up in her arm chair due to arthritis. 


James nestled himself under the heavy sheets and blankets, still unchanged from their 
winter-time configuration. With all the rain these days, it was unusually cold for spring. He soon 
found himself tossing and turning in a fitful hangover-induced nap, a dreamless sleep. When 
you’re hungover (or still a bit drunk), you can’t fully enter REM sleep, which is connected to the 
actual “rest” and rejuvenation you get from sleeping. He contorted his body, trying to find a 
comfortable position, but kept waking up every thirty to forty minutes. As the time elapsed, he 
found himself becoming less and less drunk and stoned and more and more achy and tired. 
C’est la vie. It was usually at this point that he’d “re-up” on his substances. He was determined 
to quit, almost as if to prove it to himself that he was able to do it. He’d done it before, albeit 
briefly for about a year. He couldn’t remember what it felt like to be sober, not that he had 
wanted to until now anyway. It surely can’t be that different than being a bit buzzed all day, he 
thought. Especially with people downing multiple cups of coffee to keep themselves awake for 
eight hours at a time. He knew all the old cliches about turning to drugs as a means of “escape’ 
from troubles in life, but found that they didn’t totally explain the actual liminal reasons why 
people want to escape in the first place. In the few A.A. meetings he attended, he learned that 
for the most part and for most people it started as a sort of “thing to do” to blow off steam and in 
a majority of cases, to stave off boredom. It was easier to, you know, down a couple of beers, 
smoke a joint, pop some caps down the speech hole and ride out the good feelings for a few 
hours than it was to sit around in the emptiness of form and feeling in the little 4x4 boxes we 
consign ourselves to, as a sort of isolated - almost monklike seclusion from the wider world. It’s 
like that “you have two wolves in you” meme that floated around in the 2020s. The whole joke 
playing on the duality between the separate personas inside you, but what made it funny was 
the fact that although the warring parts inside the “you” described by the meme were often 
irreverent, it still sooke to that dissonance between opposing moralities. In his sleep-deprived 
feeling-like-shit state, James began to believe that this is why Mayhew was insistent on 
stratifying the NIGEL A.I. to contain multitudes of personas. It wasn’t simply to reign in executive 
functions and so-called “bad behaviour’, it was maybe to simulate the opposing functions and 
forms between the multitudes of personas that originate within a single thought or decision. 

The beauty of being human, which was the ability to plan and strategize based on our 
understanding and conceptualization of time and the linearity of it that we experience, was also 
the bane and curse of our existence. We are unable to extract ourselves from this line of 
causality, despite having an inkling that the temporality we infer is just an illusion, or at least not 
the totality of the experience. When we're planning prior to taking an action we’re able to 
fabricate a simulated reality, a facsimile of experience. It’s not entirely separate from how we 
develop models of our “present” motivations and physical environment. We are always in “the 
present” moment, devising what steps to take next and sometimes allowing ourselves to 
become totally enveloped in the stream of consciousness. It’s usually derided as experimental 
or lacking in foresight to just turn on autopilot and go forth - but James thought that in some 
ways it was good to get our of your head sometimes, let the body take you in weird directions. 


He knew of this as a sort of pataphysics. Fucking weird word, fucking weird school of philosophy 
too. It was essentially post-post-modernism before postmodernism even came into full force. Its 
adherents were inherently and almost fanatically interested in finding a sort of 
“meta-metaphysics”. Perhaps it was more like trying to create a framework outside of traditional 
metaphysics, or perhaps it should be called “renaissance” metaphysics. Trying to get in touch 
with some sort of gnostic “pneuma’” or “breath of life”, the godhead that permeates all existence 
while maintaining its separate qualities. It was sort of proto-Dadaist in its method of cajoling 
regular people into thinking more about the absurdity of the human condition, and disrupting 
what were then considered the norms of art and theatre. 


Giving up on readjusting himself minute after minute, James picked up his cell phone again and 
typed in the name of “Alfred Jarry”, the father of “pataphysics” into yet another Google search. 
Oddly, the first time he had come across a Jarry name drop was in an interview with Paul 
McCartney sourced from an old NME magazine, scanned and uploaded to some fan website 
way back in the day. Jarry was a playwright and theatre director most famous for his 
“pataphysical comedies”, the most well known of which was called “Ubu Roi” (King Ubu), which 
dealt with the life and times of a large grotesque caricature of a turn of the century populist 
named “Father Ubu" who attempted to become King of Poland through pure grift and pandering. 
McCartney, the reason James had heard of Jarry and Ubu in the first place, had also found the 
play to contain a multitude of meanings, in addition to being genuinely funny and poignant. He 
drew on Jarry’s work with Ubu and another play called Caesar Antichrist informed some of the 
more experimental songs McCartney developed in the White Album and Abbey Road, songs 
like Rocky Raccoon and Maxwell's Silver Hammer were said to be directly influenced by Jarry, 
especially the character of Pere Ubu. He wondered if there was any connection that Jarry had 
made between Ubu and the sort of consequential and motivated personage inside an individual 
that preys upon the animal desires for dopamine hits. It’s easier to be evil (or at the very least, 
uncaring) than it is to make selfless choices. Ubu and Maxwell certainly fit that bill, though they 
were created in separate mid centuries. Look at Dexter during the 00s or Don Draper. Easier to 
be uncaring than selfless, a lesson we should have learned by now, as encircled we are by the 
detritus of failed states, ruins both literal and figurative, smoke rising from their crumbling 
scaffolding. He tossed his phone somewhere under the covers and tried to fall back into the 
great yawn of a well needed sleep. The tossing and turning continued until he felt the tension 
leave his muscles and body, for some reason whatever psychic bedouin held him as a prisoner 
in this ritual dance inside his own body let the rope of the suffering have a little bit of slack. 


The dreams wouldn't come. His brain was empty of any reward-centric neurotransmitters, 
having given them all to drugs and booze he’d taken earlier in the day. It was almost like your 
brain flushes out all the good feelings at once in order to mitigate the damage of having an 
overly satiated ego. In the regular day to day discourse, you forget that what you’re essentially 
doing is poisoning yourself in an effort to get whatever effects you want out of your preferred 
drugs. We say “intoxicated” almost as a by-line, off-handedly, forgetting that the main operative 
word in the compound verb is “toxic”. James eventually fell into the heavy dreamless slumber 
that accompanies a massive binge and passed the hours in almost a state of catatonia, waking 


up every now and then to the sounds of traffic outside. Not a peaceful sleep. Without dreams, 
it's hard to even understand what’s happening to you when you sleep. No way of keeping track 
of what happened while you were “away”, wherever it is that consciousness is temporarily 
suspended in a realm entirely separate from external inputs and outputs. 

Dreams themselves are almost like a biological virtual reality. Operating with its own logic and 
consistency, with its own sense of time and space. The theatre of the mind, as Orson Welles 
had referred to it. With a film playing every nanosecond, not only in dreams, but while waking 
too. Crafting alternate and virtual realities held inside each other like a Russian Nesting Egg. 
Each iteration containing multiple reitierations of itself and so on and so on until the end of 
infinity. The end of infinity itself containing another infinity. Stretching onward toward the eternal 
recurrence at the edge of time itself, each human brain containing infinity models of reality, 
superimposed overtop the mass culture. James, though now out cold, often thought about this. 
How the separation between the internal and the external created a sort of dissonant third 
reality, where people who didn’t fully belong to the larger mass culture nor the insular (what 
some might call insane) world of the mind. There were people, a large non-vocal minority that 
lived in the interregnum between worlds. In the listless sleep, taken in mid-afternoon, James 
was one of these people. Amid the relative affluence of his home in this middling, tyrannical 
decade, as others were excised and banished to the quarantine zones, he lived in neither world. 
The harsh reality of existence at the end of metaphorical and literal gun barrels and the overt 
degradation of morality by those who decided to become rulers and not leaders were both 
abstractions to him. The only reality, for him and many others across the new North American 
Federation was sleep. Just a constant state of suspension in the untethered realm of dreamless, 
fatigue-generated sleep. Free at least from any sort of alarming thought or harsh reality, like a 
homeless person back before they too were “removed”, sleeping on a street-level vent, knowing 
all too well the precariousness of their position, but resigning themselves to the feeling of 
becoming absolutely nothing in the eyes of their fellow man, most simply stepping over them as 
they lay on city streets, like pieces of discarded trash. The only ones who paid attention were 
the cops, a few men and women in H & M businesswear and children. Kids have an intuition for 
seeing through the bullshit. It's because it hasn’t been fed into their learning holes yet. 
Education is in some ways the indoctrination of a person into the religion of mass ideology. Kids 
have this almost pure, undiluted way of reacting to the world. They know injustice when they 
see it. Reeling and rocking around the bed, James felt himself getting deeper and deeper into 
sleep, maybe enough shit had left his body that he was able to finally get at least a little bit of 
REM sleep. He felt himself floating, upward into the maw of infinity and then: 


9:00 PM 


Something jolted James awake. Another explosion? He held his hands to his temple as he 
stood up, another headache. Less intense than the one he had a few hours ago, but still the 
remnant of a hangover. He heard the sound of maybe 40-50 sirens from all directions around 
the apartment complex. as he turned on the lights in the living room/kitchen area of the condo. 
Looking outside his window, he could see what looked like a massive amount of thick black and 
grey smoke drifting down from somewhere higher up. He went back to the bedroom, picked up 


his phone. No notifications or emails, must have been taken off the department contact list 
already. He opened up his NTN News App and tried to find any breaking news info, when a 
pop-up notifications from CNN popped up on his phone: 


Multiple Explosions Rock Downtown Calgary - BREAKING. 


There was a link to a live video feed, he quickly tapped it and the feed opened and loaded on 
James’ phone screen. It looked like it was a video feed from a news drone, hovering above the 
city. He could see what looked like multiple military, police and government Osprey copters also 
hovering over the city and thick plumes of smoke rising from tons of unidentifiable locations, 
almost like a sprinkler or shower head spraying the toxic shit all across the city. He could make 
out that the Bow building looked damaged, a few windows had been blown out and there was a 
small hole about halfway up the building, from which the smoke poured out. The drone’s camera 
pivoted to the south and James was shocked to see the Calgary Tower, a nearly 100 year old 
building with a massive gash torn through the middle of the Space-Needle like observation 
floors spewing out smoke, ash, debris and flames. The drone operator obviously noted the 
tragedy unfolding at the same time James did, and began to fly it over to the tower itself, 
gradually getting closure and focusing the camera on the more superficial details of the 
building’s wound, zooming into the gaping fissure, the hole looking like a massive tear on the 
creased pages of reality. 


He quickly put on some sweatpants and an old hoodie, popped a couple of Tylenol Extra 
Strengths and threw on his aged and probably inappropriate Crocs and tore down the hallway 
toward the elevator, making his way down and out of the building onto the city streets below 
him. There were a few other people in varying degrees of dress, some still in suits and business 
casual outfits from long days at the office, others in dress robes and similarly bed-time attire. 
There were even folks decked out in make-shift riot gear, bike helmets with cardboard visors 
and bulk-purchased bulletproof backpacks that were all the rage in the core of the NAF, usually 
used during school shooting drills. All were looking up toward the thick, almost dry-looking black 
smoke coming from the tower to the south, covering the city’s skyline like a suffocating blanket. 


“Did you see that?” James asked, to no one in particular. 

“Damn right dude, | didn’t see it - but | heard all that shit - just like a cascade, a wall of sound, | 
can still feel it in my eardrums.” said one of the men still in work clothes, though he had tied his 
blazer around his head, preparing to use it as a make-shift protective mask. He balled his hand 
into a fist and coughed into it. 


“You okay?” James asked, as the biz-caz dude heaved out a loogie. 


“Yeah, I’m fine, just a little out of shape. | ran two blocks from the office to get home, before | 
stopped out here, it just seemed like a smart place to stop.” 


“Do you live in the building?” 


“No, | live up in Coach Hill.”, he said, “I just heard the explosions all around me, and saw 
whatever that missile - drone thing hit the Tower and decided to run as far as | could. It was like 
something like - told me to just keep running.” 


“Oh damn - well.” James said, “look - | have some water upstairs” 


“No need -” said the coughing man, reaching into the bag next to his feet and pulling out a 
canteen. He flicked the top open and took a swig of water, coughing and sputtering a little bit as 
he did. 


“So - you said you saw whatever happened?” 


“Yeah, a little bit. | saw something - | think a drone - carrying a package fly right into the top of 
the Tower” 


“Like - a delivery drone?” 
“| think so - yeah man - it was crazy shit.” 


He thanked the man and wished him well, offering his number in case the guy needed a place to 
crash, which the man gently took but also sort of brushed off, in that kind of polite acceptance. 
James was determined to see whatever happened at the tower and throughout the city with his 
own eyes, as disillusioned and wild as they now were. It was about a three block walk to the 
base of the tower, but with the sirens echoing incessantly in the background it seemed like he 
would not be able to make it through any police checkpoints, even with his ID. The police and 
government VTOLs were still up in the air, adding to the cacophony around the city, the sense of 
unease at being watched from the sky was an altogether another type of feeling than the one 
you feel at being observed at street level or the one you feel when all of your personal digital 
data is being constantly and updated in a virtual file - designed to track and nudge your 
decisions toward lucrative ends for advertisers. Being watched from above is more like being 
stalked than being surveilled. The other observational surveillance seems so impersonal, static. 
Like the old CCTV Cameras were persistent in their omnipresence, but most of the footage was 
seldom actually looked at, only rewound or actively observed when some actual shit was going 
down. Likewise with “The Algorithm’, it wasn’t that there were active agents viewing, reviewing 
and pushing under surveillance but rarely under observation. If you’re under direct observation, 
that’s when you have that weird tingling-on-the-back-of-the-neck-goosebumps sort of vibe. 
There’s a difference between the potential or impression of having someone’s eyes on you and 
the actual undeniable fact that their eyes are in fact on you. It’s the thin difference between 
being looked upon and being looked AT. Being looked upon is almost sort of a “godly” 
experience. You're away that there’s a potential for scrutiny and you generally keep your 
composure and act as though someone is watching, but there’s a very low likelihood that 
sometimes the omniscient being’s focus or attention is split and they can’t keep their view on 


you at all times. There’s Biblical precedence for this, with God being (or feigning) ignorance of 
the eating of the fruit from the Tree of Knowledge in Genesis. When you’re absolutely under 
direct observation, like let's say in a Mental Health Ward of a hospital, it’s almost always 
accompanied with a stifling sense of despair and a desire for escape. Humans need at least the 
illusion of solitude to cope with the endless days of experience. It’s why the model Orwell 
experimented with in 1984 worked so well. The people were well aware that someone can’t 
have their eyes on them all the time, but were disposed to put up with the illusion for the sake of 
a sort of half-assed solitude in front of their “view-screens”. As he walked down the street toward 
the smoke, becoming thicker, like a screen onto which he saw the street light beams dance and 
project themselves upon, he realized how little time had probably elapsed since he left his 
condo unit. It’s odd how in anxious times, that the minutes could turn into days and days into 
weeks, years into epochs. Just one long slow decline off the edge into oblivion, anxiety running 
through the plumbing and sewers of the city being poured into the water glasses and cups and 
re-entered into the bio-organo-circuit of the residents in the city. Was it possible that feelings 
could be transferred through biochemical energy? Through food, through nutrients? Of course - 
we're all placated through whatever the food today was made out of. Our moods come out of 
what we consume, our media, our cuisine. 


He realized that he had reached the border of his neighbourhood “safety” zone and was coming 
up to one of the security checkpoints at the entrance to one of the larger quarantine zones in the 
city. There were more guards than usual on the high prefab-steel walls, searchlights and police 
drones flitting about through the smoggy smoky air. He stopped his brisk jog and looked up at 
the wall. Through the haze he could see more of the tower, though, the gash itself at the centre 
of the tower’s capsule-like top was mainly on the other side of the building. He could see the 
smoke originating out of the tower’s top though, as the sound of sirens still percolated and 
pierced the early spring night’s air. Around him, other disaster oglers were gathered around, 
somewhat scattered looking at the tower and the plumes of smoke that were emanating from 
other areas around the city. James wasn’t about to bum rush the quarantine zone checkpoint to 
get into the area, it would be stupid to do so, he thought. Anyway, the tower itself had fallen into 
disrepair, at nearly 70 years old. Other than the deteriorating observation deck at the top of the 
tower and the formerly “elite” 360 Degree revolving restaurant that had been converted into a 
data center for Asimov Generative, it was fairly inconsequential, dwarfed in height and 
grandiosity by the multitude of oil-funded skyscrapers around it, especially within the last few 
years following the pandemic, the secession crisis and the “stimulus” package that Kushner and 
his administration began pushing into Alberta’s coffers after the annexation, trying to build up 
investment in the oil sands. /s this more of just a symbolic attack, or is this directed at AG? He 
wasn’t so sure. It was a high value target when it came to perception, as it was still something of 
an icon for Calgary, featured in artistic renderings of the skyline and promotional shit. He noticed 
the other bystanders around him were constantly checking their phones, or were zonked out 
looking at the wider news coverage on their AR devices and goggles. He fished his own phone 
out of his pocket and opened up the CNN app again, this time there was more detail and 
nuance in the reporting and information. At the top of the live-blog feed was a copy of a press 
release by people calling themselves “The Fnords’”, although according to the report it hadn’t 


been independently confirmed that any known Fnord cell had contributed to the attack. The 
document was apparently a manifesto, and although CNN only offered screenshots of the 
document, it wasn’t hard to find with about twenty seconds of searching mixed with the 
internalized second language of “Google-fu” that most people living in this dystopian century 
were all too familiar with. 


It wasn’t inconceivable that there’d be a more militant following among the Fnords, who were 
generally more concerned with culture jamming than actual physical manifestations of “meme 
warfare” (destroying high value economic, cultural or political targets to make a statement), but it 
did strike him as strange that whatever splinter group had seemingly taken credit for the attack 
had announced responsibility so quickly, while the fires still burned around the city. Typically, he 
knew, larger network actors would bide their time, allowing the investigators to first take into 
account the plausibility of their culpability before announcing their responsibility for an action or 
attack. Lone wolf attackers on the other hand, would often release their planning materials and 
manifestos prior to the attacks even beginning, as a way to solidify and ensure their fame 
among those they wished to impress with their deeds. Sometimes, they’d even live stream ‘em. 
It was the difference between egoism and practical asymmetrical warfare, though there was 
always the possibility that whatever group was responsible for the attack could be using these 
tactics to cast aspersions upon other, rival groups. He skimmed through the so-called 
“manifesto,” which repeated stale old Robert Anton Wilson quotes, reading more like the 
ramblings and ravings of someone in need of help than the actual solid plans of a militant group 
(though, if you’ve read Trotsky, Stalin or hell, even Hitler, you’d know that the offensive and 
military plans of a group are very often left in the hands of an unstable and egoistic personality. 
For better or for worse. Oftentimes, it’s both). He wasn’t entirely convinced that this was the 
work of the Fnords as a whole, maybe just a rogue nut, although the apparent sophistication of 
the attack was itself quite staggering. Although, it only took one person in 2018 to kill ten people 
in downtown Toronto with a van. It took one person to annihilate the futures of nearly thirty 
people at Sandy Hook..There were soldiers with over two hundred confirmed kills during World 
War Il on both sides, applauded as heroes by their respective sides. The lack of sanctity in the 
mass consumption of human life was almost like an eternal engine of depravity. The fact that it 
only takes the volition of a single person to take the lives of hundreds, thousands, millions, 
billions, for James, destroyed the illusion of some sort of collaboration between people other 
than the collaboration of mass movements of people to join the formations required for the 
projection of the intent to kill en masse. He knew there was a silent majority of those opposed to 
the sanctioned destruction of the planet, of the human being itself, but they were held back by 
force. He wondered if maybe whichever person, Fnord or not, felt compelled by their experience 
to use force against force, in order to shift the paradigm toward their ideological favour. The 
problem is that whatever your peace-time ideology is, be it capitalist, communist, authoritarian, 
democratic, if your legitimacy in power is based upon force, your so-called “peace-time” 
governing ideology itself will become corrupted by the overarching ideals of the Machiavellian 
trickster, who injects the rules of violence into the naive functionaries running the “peace-time” 
administration, converting and cajoling those initially reticent over to the unabashedly plutocratic 
and sadistic charms of hierarchy and domination. James was surprised that he hadn’t seen the 


trend sooner. The conversion of the late democratic capitalist society of his youth, one built 
upon decades of Western Empire (though it deigned to call itself that), unravelled so slowly, yet 
so quickly that it almost felt like the world had been sleepwalking into a nightmare. Blinders on, 
like a racehorse, full steam ahead into the void. He looked up at the tower, seeing the red and 
white paint of the Tower’s capsule topper begin to warp, burn and peel off, tiny flecks floating 
down towards the street below. 


The steel gates opened and a group of Blackwater mercs flooded out of the quarantine zone 
and into the street directly across from James. There were maybe two dozen, all outfitted in 
BAE Systems Scale Plate Armor, a type of enhanced bullet proof vest, and three other, more 
imposing figures decked out in the newest EXO powered exoskeletons. James had seen them 
in action online through some sort of video platform way back in the day, but never in real life. 
They looked almost like a robot from the Metal Gear games from the early 2000s, the operator 
sort of hunched over inside the body of the skeleton, almost skating along to make the machine 
walk. The machines had one arm with a full 360 degrees of articulation and fully opposable 
digits, seemingly controlled through EEG telepathy. The machine’s other hand held a large 
weapon of some sort, which looked like it had two barrels. One was the unmistakable rotating 
gun barrel of a heavy machine gun and the other seemed to be the barrel for a grenade 
launcher or maybe used for smoke grenades. Behind them, still coming through the gates were 
armored personnel carriers and “Mobile Drone Operations Units”, essentially armored vans 
used by drone pilots and their handlers to keep them moving and safe from enemy retribution. 
The deployment of force seemed unnecessary, especially since it seemed to James that since 
the initial events had passed, nothing else of alarm had triggered the need for a battalion level 
reciprocation. 


“News is saying it’s a bunch of people who did this” said an older woman, who sat cross legged 
on the ground, wet leaves and pieces of garbage at her feet. “They're saying it’s a bunch of 
groups who got together. Joined up or something. They flew a drone into the tower, and had 
backpack bombs all over the place.”, she tilted her phone’s screen up toward James and he saw 
she was watching One America News’ feed. OAN was the more prevalent “News” station in the 
new territories of the NAF. It started out as a tiny propaganda network based out of Washington 
D.C., financed by a few Russian shadow brokers, shell companies for Putin. In the late 20s, 
President Surkov expanded its influence, and it became a hit among secessionists in Western 
Canada, provoking the sentiment among right-wing minded listeners who were more amenable 
to be bent toward believing in secession as a viable alternative to life in a unified progressive 
Canada. The network’s live feeds on Youtube, Twitch and cable were banned in the buffer 
zones and Free Ontario, but were undeniably part of the cultural discourse in Alberta, especially 
by Blackwater Mercs, police officers and NATO soldiers guarding the oil fields up north. It was 
also a favoured source of news to little old ladies and their chain smoking husbands, who 
huddle outside of neighbourhood bars, burning the candle at both ends to make some sort of 
way in the world, heads open to anyone or anything that tells them they’re at least worth 
something. 


“It’s those Fnord people, and the old resistance.” she said, knowingly, just as though she was 
aware of it this whole time. “It makes sense, don't it?” she asked him. 


“Maybe, I’m not sure, no one else really knows.” 


“Oh - Poso knows. He’s a really smart guy.”. Her eyes were glued to the screen as an older, 
conservatively dressed man seemingly droned on about the events unfolding in Calgary. “He 
used to be in the CIA.” 


“Huh.” he said, and continued looking at the tiny phone screen and the tiny woman holding it. 
She looked like she had to have been in her late sixties, early seventies at least. His parents’ 
age. It had been a while since he had thought of his parents. He wasn’t sure where they were 
now. He always felt as though they were alive but couldn't be sure. The chaos of tonight brought 
back the memories of the initial secession crisis, his parents being among the first wave of 
refugees into Toronto, where he and Erica had been living. They had stayed with them for a few 
months, in their cramped one bedroom apartment, taking up the one bedroom almost as a 
courtesy until they were moved out into government housing accommodations. After that, they 
had moved to South Africa, trying to “get away from the turmoil”, but with the cutting of the 
TransAtlantic internet fibre due to the “security risks” of a “globalized world” during Kushner’s 
first term as president, and the underperformance of satellite broadband, he hadn’t heard from 
either his mom or dad in nearly a year. He missed them, but nostalgia was a luxury these days, 
he hadn’t really allowed himself to become lost in reminiscence until the past couple of days, 
since he had been suspended, if he was being honest. Even his substance use wasn’t a means 
of relaxation, it was to block the thoughts of the past, the present and fuck, even the future. 


“What do you think is going to happen?” asked the old woman. 
“Il can’t tell you, ma'am.” he said. 
“| hope it ends up alright. | hope we win.” 


The mercs across the street formed up, straightening their lines and began to march down the 
street, the soldiers in powered exoskeletons, MDOUs and APCs held up the rear. The distinctive 
clanking of the exo-suits hitting the pavement sounded in his head, synthesizing with the quieter 
footfalls of the regular mercs. The soft hum of the electronic vehicles merged with the sounds of 
unrest throughout the city. James heard a handful of screams and the low kinetic rumble of 
small arms fire. There were explosions up further north inside the quarantine area itself. He 
heard authoritative shouts, and sounds of voices speaking on electronic bullhorns. Maybe it was 
the old resistance. He imagined that there was maybe a breaking point, maybe there was some 
sort of solidarity between the old guard and the fractured movements that existed today. It had 
historical precedent; the revolution in Northern Syria and Iraq, the Hong Kong protest. Lebanon, 
the colour revolutions. When times get dire, people will band together. Not from the left or the 
right, but from the bottom. 


Plumes of teargas spilled from behind the steel gate and walls around the quarantine zone. He 
heard the sound of what could only be described as scraping metal and soft thuds, presumably 
improvised explosives. In the air above him and the little woman sitting on the curb were what 
seemed like dozens of police, military and press drones, hovering above the scenes of chaos 
below. Oddly, on the corner of the street, as he watched the mercs in their tactical gear marched 
further down the road in the “safe zone”, becoming smaller and smaller as they disappeared 
behind a turn in the road and then further into the horizon, he was hit with the odd dissonance of 
being at once caught up in history, but also held back from experiencing it in person, as a 
voyeur, not as a participant. The old woman took a drag from her cigarette, her face still cast in 
the blue hue of her old smartphone, tuned in to Jack Posobiec on OAN. 


“Shouldn't you get inside?” James asked her. 
“What good will that do?” 


“It looks like some major shit is going down, you even said so yourself. The old resistance, the 
Fnords - that shit.” 


“| could ask you the same question, what are you doing out here in those flimsy track pants, 
looking half fucked up.” she laughed “Let me worry about me and you worry about you.” 


“| was just trying to be helpful, there’s some crazy stuff happening, you saw those guys in the 
exo-suits right?” he asked, surprised by her nonchalance. 


“Oh yeah - the Blackwater guys and girls will handle this. We've had uprisings before, they 
always go down in a matter of hours.” 


“Ma’am, | don’t mean to startle you, but if you look around, the whole city is on fire.” 


“Yeah, and you're out here in tights and a hoodie. None of us is prepared for anything, buddy.” 
she said, taking another long drag from her cigarette, briefly glancing up at James from her 
cellphone. “Here” she said, digging into her back pocket, pulling out a pack of cigarettes and 
offering it to James, “You smoke?”. 


“Trying to quit,” he said, patting his pocket where his vape lay before taking a cigarette from the 
pack and handing it back to her, “Thanks.” 


“Don’t mention it.” she said, still watching the news, “this is a one time thing though, don’t go 
begging me for more cigs.” 


James pulled out his own phone and opened the CNN app, flicking through the homepage and 
pulling up the live text-feed. He was never too into watching live video-feeds of news footage. 


The constant repetition of the same points over and over again ad infinitum was grating. It did 
almost feel like you were being proselytized into some alien religion, the same information, the 
same talking heads over and over again on an infinite real-time replay. Everyone in 
immaculately pressed suits, the same facial expressions, the same delivery. No surprises, only 
facts and surprises disguised as facts. Always a car crash, military incident to ogle. Which, he 
thought as he watched whatever was happening in the quarantine zone occur wasn't the worst 
thing. There is a time and place for voyeurism, it’s just that the world had become so inundated 
with it, that it felt like we were living in an eternal season of the Surreal Life. The old woman had 
her arm outstretched toward james, holding a lighter in her hand. 


“You might need this.” she said, offering it to him. 


“Thanks,” said James, taking the lighter and quickly putting the cigarette to his mouth and 
lighting it, taking a drag. He handed the lighter back to the woman, who promptly slipped it back 
into her jeans’ pocket. Again, never really taking her eyes off the newsfeed. 


James glanced back at the text-updates CNN was pushing out. There was still no concrete 
consensus on what had happened, such as things were in the city. The Territorial Administration 
confirmed that there had been a “malicious attack” on the city and that a few civilians and law 
enforcement “officials” had been injured, but Governor Kenney had not yet made an official 
statement on the matter, nor had the acting Mayors of the city. CNN did report that President 
Kushner had been notified and was “monitoring the situation closely”. It was the typical 
gov-speak. They wouldn’t really reveal anything until it was inconsequential to do so to the 
public. In fact, after over a quarter century from 9/11, few if any of those internal investigatory 
files had been released, with even some of the few public inquiries into the attacks being 
redacted at the request of the government. Why am | just sitting here outside the gates of 
history? James thought. A little lofty of a sentiment, sure, but he felt like he was wasting time. 
There was nothing he could do, just like the old woman he was trapped by circumstance and 
perhaps a little bit of ennui, preferring to have the stories told to him than actually experienced. 
He had to find a way into the quarantine zone, to see if he could make contact with whatever 
Fnord or resistance cell was responsible. He checked his phone’s messages, texts, etc. 
Nothing. He was entirely cut-off from the department, no longer in possession of his gun or 
badge. It would be difficult to convince the guards to let him in, especially now with the unrest. 
He looked up from his phone and toward the massive steel gates across the street. The 
acoustic weapon cannons looked to be powered up, to deter anyone from trying to get in or out 
of the zone. A few guards were scattered around the sentry path at the top of the gate, milling 
around and speaking to each other, seemingly confident in their ability to hold the gate. Below 
them, there was a troop carrier parked in front of the gate, possibly meant as an obstruction in 
case anyone was able to push through the gate from inside the zone. 


The flurry of police drones grew larger and larger, flitting in and out of the quarantine zones and 
their respective airspaces. Their red and blue police lights flickered and pulsed, creating what 
was almost like a swarm of digital lightning bugs, though more menacing than inspiring or 


beautiful. James couldn’t remember the last time he had seen a lightning bug, it’s like they only 
existed as similes, like an old saying that had lost its resonance. Dead sayings lost in time, 
persisting only as chintzy artifacts in recorded media. Standing in the cold spring air, yet again, 
the realization hit him that this was all temporary, in a way. Eternal, yet temporary. The way 
things live on in memories or recordings alters the way they’re reflected upon and refracted 
through time, at times becoming more profound and at other times, becoming twisted into 
fatalistic parody. He flicked his cigarette against his index finger, ashing it, the tiny bits of burned 
up fluff themselves floating down to his feet. The older woman herself just finished her cigarette 
and was in the midst of picking another one out of her pack. She looked up at James. 


“Want another?” she offered. 

“No, I’m alright.” he replied. 

“Crazy shit tonight. Those Blackwater Boys will handle it though.” 
“You think?” he asked. 


“The only other option is anarchy, or complete destruction of the west!” she exclaimed, almost 
incredulous that he’d suggest anything other than the success of the status quo. 


“Look around!” James felt himself saying, uncharacteristically flustered, “Everyone is living 
under quarantine, suppression.” 


“Better dead than red,” the old woman replied sardonically, lifting her brown knit sweater’s 
sleeve, revealing a tattoo on her forearm. It was an isosceles trapezoidal shape, with an 
octagon in the center of the larger shape, an eye lying in the center of the octagon itself and the 
words “Non Ducor Duco. Nunc Liberarum Alberta.” written below the trapezoid crest. James 
wasn’t too familiar with the shape, but was aware of its connection to the more radical members 
of the original secessionist movement. They called themselves “Christies”, after the original 
“Wexiteer”, Doug Christie, who led one of the first incarnations of the Western Separatist 
Movement. Christie, unlike some of the more milquetoast agitators and thought leaders of the 
neo-separatist movement was an incessant thorn in the side of the establishment Conservatives 
and Liberals in the 80s. He remembered hearing stories about Christie from some of his older 
colleagues in the department. He was a known anti-semite and supported people like James 
Keegstra, the infamous rural Alberta teacher who insisted on teaching his high school social 
studies class Neo-Nazi lies about the validity of the Holocaust and went to the supreme court of 
the then-Province under the outrageous claim that his transgressions were protected under 
Canadian “Free Speech” laws. Your typical right-wing bullshit bending of public consciousness 
of an issue to push the Overton Window further to its extreme. In a way it worked, he thought. 
The woman smiled at him, knowingly and quickly let her sleeve fall back down to her wrist. 


“I’ve seen some shit, kid.” she whispered, lighting her second cigarette. 


“No doubt.” he said, trying to keep his composure, hiding his fear. He’d dealt with people like her 
before, hell, even in his own department. He and Charlie were responsible for reporting on 
extremist movements within the department, both left and right. He’d never spoken to someone 
so proud to have been part of such a shameful movement though, so casually out in the open 
like this. He wasn’t sure how to placate her without exploding into rage. It was like he was 
punched in the gut and the pain was slowly rising through the core of his body, almost like he 
was playing an intellectual or physiological game of whack-a-mole. Anytime the urge to yell and 
scream, berate her for the situation was snuffed out, “You were one of the first, huh?” he found 
himself doubling down on his faux-politesse, almost only for his own sake, to keep the 
conversation civil. 


“Second wave, baby!” she squealed, almost gleeful that someone recognized the significance of 
the tattoo, “Were your parents part of the Alliance too?” she asked, referring to conglomeration 
of Far-Right groups that began the highway blockades up north near the oil patch in the early 
2020s, which led to the full-on secession movement. 


“No, | just know my history” 


“| remember going to see Christie when | was a college student. There was a liberal guy there, 
just at the Jubilee.” she said, referring to the now-venerated November 1980 “Western Canada 
Concept Party” rally were Christie himself outlined his plan for a “Free Western Canada’, 
spewing violent rhetoric about the evils of the “lying press”, “This fucking liberal, what was his 
name - Nick Taylor, he got up on the stage and started talking about how “we have to have a 


dialogue - blah blah blah - boo hoo, right?” 
“Mhm.” 


“And people just got mad, they rushed the stage, right - they were fed up with his bullshit. His 
words - his ‘inclusivity!’. We were fighting so that we could provide for OUR people! Not people 
in Quebec!” 


“Well - people in Quebec don’t have steel gates closing off entire communities” James found 
himself saying, although perhaps unwisely. 


“They’re there to keep US safe.” she said, “Maybe | was wrong about you.” she said, turning 
back to her phone screen. “If | was 20 years younger I’d fucking jump you motherfucker!” she 
said, tossing her half-smoked cigarette at him. 


He couldn't blame her for her reaction. She’d had her mind warped to hell and back and then to 
hell again, layers of loud capital letter chirons, echoing in the liminal space of the psyche, almost 
reworking it, just to make money. Hatred was good for business, that’s the only reason why it 
still existed. He shook his head and began to walk after the soldiers, still hearing the clank-clank 


of the powered exo-suits echoing against the skyscraper walls and windows. This division 
between us was instigated by those at the top, each side using hatred of the other against the 
other, just to generate a profit. It was deeper than that in some ways - he wondered what the 
division between someone who was accepting of others and those who were afraid. We’re all 
afraid of the unknown, but some people don’t lose that sort of in-born curiosity inside everyone, 
always poking and prodding (for good or ill), whereas others are taught to repress curiosity. 
Maybe due to circumstances or fate. Who knows, there wasn’t a universal panacea to the 
human condition, he’d been alive long enough to know that. The best he could do was to treat 
other people with respect, with dignity. Perhaps his example would influence others. He wasn’t 
sure it would be world-changing. Only self-satisfactory. Was his own good-will simply an illusion 
designed for his own feeling of purpose, to satisfy his own ego, to see himself as a “good 
person”? If so, was it really so bad as long as he was kind at the end of the day? It was an 
eternal question, one for Sophocles, the ancient gnostics. History coursing through everything, 
touching everything, there was no escape from the end of history; oblivion. Tendrils of geist und 
zeit, grasping each other, The three headed dog of time, space and will guarding the doors of 
the boundless archive of human folly. Maybe he needed to do shrooms again. 


The older woman got up, dusted the dirt and pieces of garbage off of her tights, which 
themselves had seen far better days and walked down a side alley. He pulled out his vape and 
clicked it on, inhaling whatever the gaseous chemical mixture was in the e-liquid. He was never 
exactly sure what was in that shit, only that it helped him keep his more addictive urges in 
check. With an addictive personality, you have to fill the void somehow, it was what recovery 
was all about. Some recovering addicts turn to work, family life, video games, virtual reality, 
even writing until their more self-destructive urges pass. We are always at the end of the rope, 
with our feet teetering on the edge of the step ladder, one kick or a misstep and we'd be hung 
limp, feet hanging in the air. It was a feeling he knew he shared with the angry little woman he’d 
just been speaking too. The same observations of life, just radically different ways of explaining 
and adapting to them. In a way, it was like addiction itself. The reason an addict turns to a mind 
altering substance is to cope with some sort of uncomfortable reality or truth. It just turns out 
when the whole world is addicted to something, that there is no coping mechanism that can stop 
the manifestation of ten thousand years of pathology. 


He decided to follow the troops who were taking up positions near banks, and apartment 
buildings. He assumed they were deploying to protect assets that were deemed to be valuable. 
With the chaos happening inside the quarantine zones, there was an almost palpable sense of 
fear running through the streets of the “safe zones”. People, like the old woman or the people 
outside of his condo building who were originally milling about, trying to suss out some sort of 
understanding or a modicum of information about the situation had now retreated into their 
homes or workplaces, either to secure assets or to secure themselves. Some of the soldiers 
were holding their rifles with one hand, the other holding a cigarette or a vape, secondary rifles 
slung over their shoulders, pistols holstered. They had trained for this, and their battlefield 
drugs, antidepressants, anti-anxiety medication and amphetamines had the effect of making 
them almost jovial, unperturbed by the nature of their job. It made them more pliable, malleable, 


“theatre-effective”, to use the marketing speak. After getting everyone hooked on the different 
types of culturally sanctioned drugs - there were few markets to get into for Big Pharma. The 
natural step was to get into the military, and with the rise of private security and military 
companies, there was a massive incentive for the two industries to work together. The 
Military-Industrial-Technological-Pharmaceutical Complex. The massive monopoly of a handful 
of companies just growing more and more limbs, absorbing each other until their differences 
blurred together. Brand names hiding that fact that they were just a different side of the same 
coin, or the same dice. In turn, the PMCs began picking up contracts to provide security for 
pharma research centres, oil complexes and rigs where the petroleum used in the meds was 
extracted and refined. A trillion dollar industry, all spent to protect the cycle of addiction. James 
himself had been on antidepressants. They helped, he wasn’t complaining. But, the industry 
itself projected and created the criteria for much of his and his fellow humans’ existential dread. 
It was useful to “keep on keepin’ on”, he had no qualms about it, but his and most others brains 
it seemed were not equipped to deal with the unnatural stressors of a late-Imperial capitalist 
world. The decay was in civility and trust, which had happened years before. In the 80s with the 
original Reaganites, the purposeful ignorance with which people treated the situation of those 
on the margins of society, taking what they wanted and building a system so hollow that the only 
purpose a person could find these days was protecting what they “felt” or were told was “theirs”. 
The wool was pulled over everyone’s heads, in a drug and substance filled haze we were not 
able to see our hungover reflections, we just keep imbibing and hiding behind falsehood in 
hopes that the red-eyed, bags-under-eyes, achy people looking back at us are just a bad 
dream, youthful mistakes. 


He took another toke of his vape and then shut it off, slipping it back into his pocket and looking 
over at the soldiers one last time. They were now setting up make-shift embankments out of 
sand bags and quickly constructed 3D printed materials for flak cannon installations. He walked 
up to them, now unafraid of any sort of reprisal, the charade of silent acceptance and 
acquiescence to the powers that be had gone on long enough. 


“What’s happening here? he asked. 


A soldier, a young man, probably still in his early 20s, still smoking his cigarette looked him over, 
“Setting up defences in case the Fnords and the old Alliance fight spills over into the safe zone.” 


“Oh shit - the news is reporting that it’s Resistance” 

“Could be, it’s hell in there.” the soldier said. 

“Did you come from inside?” 

“Nah - just what I’m getting from the feeds.” he replied, tapping his brow. James could see the 


tiny reflection of an intricate head-up display in the man’s contact lenses. “I’m going to have to 
ask you to leave friend, we’ve got to set up a cannon. Don’t worry though, it’s all safe.” 


“You're just going to let them fight it out in there?” James asked. 


“Yeah - there’s nothing we can do. But trust me - most folks think it’s better that they’re fighting 
in there, getting rid of each other, rather than out here.” 


The soldier waved James away and walked back over to the improvised gun encampment, 
where they were setting up what looked like a huge naval battery. Could be a railgun? Railguns 
were all the rage these days, especially since they had become more portable, easily set up, 
just like a gatling gun back in the day. They were mainly used for anti-tank and anti-vehicle 
operations, so he thought it seemed a little overkill to deploy them on city streets during a 
quarantine riot. The conflicting information itself caused his hazy-thought-still-functioning 
investigative abilities to churn. It seemed like everyone was being fed different information. He 
had to get inside the quarantine zone to find out for sure, it could be the key to tying McCrae, 
AG and the NIGEL platform to whatever the fuck was happening in the territories. Or it could 
just be a fever dream. It was all he had going on, though, he realized. He had to find a way 
inside. 


James glanced back at the high steel walls of the quarantine zone’s gates. From inside the 
walls, the perpetual sounds of gunfire, small explosions and shouts continued unabated. He 
checked his phone again, the only updates on the CNN app were the so-called “expert 
analyses” offered by the talking head journos, former PMC spooks or government yes-men 
hired to create a compelling narrative. No substantial information about the situation at all. He 
looked back at the soldiers setting up the railgun installation, moving the gun’s barrel into place. 
On the corner of the street where he was standing, there was an electrical junction box, one of 
those connected to the electrical grid, part of the network of such boxes providing power to the 
city. He had some training on the use of the boxes, shutting off power to certain streets during 
police operations. He was no SWAT guy, but he knew enough that he could get away with a little 
sabotage. The soldiers across the way and the guards on the quarantine zone wall itself were 
absorbed in the ongoing emergency, thought James, as he made sure he was careful before he 
approached the junction box. Using the corkscrew on his faux-swiss army knife keychain, the 
ones with bottle openers and the like, he was able to jimmy the lock on the box enough that he 
was then able to break it off by pulling it the rest of the way. The infrastructure in the city hadn't 
seen any major updates since the late 10s, and the rusted hinges on the transformer junction 
boxes were like many other pieces of the city’s foundation; decaying, lacking upkeep, their 
green paint chipped, graffitos using them as a practice canvas. He glanced around himself 
again, the soldiers and guards still seemed to be unaware of his actions, so he felt comfortable 
cracking open the door of the transformer enclosure. Just a crack. He thought, opening the door 
wide enough to peek inside the box. The internal components looked like they hadn’t been 
serviced in years. The transformer’s “snubbers”, medium-sized spiral looking apparatuses 
connected to the fuses and resistors of the transformer, used mainly as a means of insulation, 
power mitigation during energizing application, like transferring voltage to high-demand areas in 
the grid looked like they had seen better days. What seemed like mould or fungus was stuck to 


the snubbers’ resin exterior. There was a distinctly whine-like hum emanating from the box itself, 
almost as if the transformer was crying out in pain. One snubber had been completely stripped 
of its exterior coating and laid cracked in half, its bottom portion leaning against the wall of the 
box’s chassis. There were three aged red wires connecting the snubbers and the fuses to the 
rest of the transformer’s circuit. In the past, James and his department colleagues would 
carefully remove the wires so that they could reconnect the transformer to the grid once they 
were done, but there was no time for that now. He used the pointed end of the corkscrew to 
whittle away at the thick rubber tubing on the wires. As he finished cutting through the wires, 
feeling the slack and tension let go, disconnecting the red wire from the snubber and thus from 
the whole transformer, the street fell into darkness, save for the independently powered 
searchlights mounted on the wall of the quarantine zone’s gate. /’ve gone off the rails. James 
thought, Guess there’s no turning back. 


On the other side of the street about a dozen or so lights flicked on, the head-mounted lights of 
the mercs. James peaked out from behind the transformer and sneaked his way across the 
street toward the railgun installation. The soldiers had spread out, beginning to sweep the 
street. He heard a few calls and shouts from the mercs, it hadn’t taken them long to find the 
transformer’s opened door, and we were beginning to look into the intricacies of the damage to 
the box. Hiding behind a trash can, James eyed the railgun again, now unguarded. but probably 
not for long. He quickly weighed the options. He had used this type of weapon only once or 
twice in training when the department considered ordering one from Raytheon after the 
annexation during the secession crisis. They ended up passing on the order, but he had used 
one of a training field in Massachusetts years ago. The weapon’s utility couldn’t be understated. 
It was able to use electrical pulses and focus them into a sort of projectile. The more portable 
tech was new, but rail tech had been used for almost thirty years on Navy Frigates and 
Helicopters. He was able to duck under the sandbag encampment without being seen, the 
soldiers still focused on the problem with the transformer junction box. He hadn’t held one of 
these things in years, but he remembered the one quirk that had prevented the department from 
ordering them was the delay between pulling the trigger and the actual firing of the gun. It was 
fairly significant, taking about five to ten seconds to power up. Though, he was sure if he was 
able to quickly point, pull the trigger and run he could use the delay to his advantage. He moved 
slowly up to the gun and slid his right hand into the trigger. The LEDs on the side of the railgun 
flashed and it emitted a little chirp, “ID REQUIRED”, read the small-ish display on top of the gun. 
Fuck. James quickly glanced around, the sound and flashing didn’t seem to alert anyone, yet. 
Fucking ID-Tags. 


He ducked back under the sandbags, taking his hand off the gun, the green LEDs slowly fading 
out. In any other situation, it would have felt sleek and almost movie-like. James sighed 
internally, we were so obsessed with appearance. Everything had to be smooth and elegant, 
even war. He needed to find a way to get hold of a valid ID to operate the gun. Usually, 
especially for these types of devices, the RFID tags were concealed in the haptic gloves the 
soldiers wore to give them haptic feedback capability for use with their embedded contact-lens 
HUD. He peeked out from the encampment again, scanning the area for any easy mark. He 


saw a young kid, couldn’t have been more than 19 nonchalantly holding his rifle and tossing 
back a bottle of water, less focused on the sitch than some of his fellow mercs. The kid was 
looking off into the distance, maybe toward the wall itself, maybe at something far off in the 
distance, zoned out. He was shifting his balance between each of his feet, most likely he was 
cold. James quickly crept out of the encampment and tried to sneak his way over to the young 
dude. What the fuck am | doing? The soldier pulled a cigarette out of a sleek and vintage 
looking cigarette holder, probably a hand-me-down from a grandfather or even a 
great-grandfather. James could see the silver glint of the cigarette case reflecting off the 
temporary steel barricades he was hiding under before he reached out slowly to grab the guy’s 
ankles, pulling him down onto the ground. 


The kid went down with a short “thump”, his unbalanced feet unprepared for James’ pull and 
grab. Surprisingly, he had also hit his head against his combat helmet, which was unbuckled, 
luckily for James’ meager throwdown. The kid groaned, and although concussed by hitting his 
head on the ground and inside his unbuckled helmet he seemed fine, despite his fall into 
unconsiousness. He pulled the knocked-out soldier back under the cover of the railgun 
encampment and began searching for the haptic gloves in his gear and various packs/pockets 
as, like many of the younger people in the PMC industry, wasn’t wearing the haptic technology 
unless it was absolutely necessary. It was part of some of the younger generations’ perpetual 
paranoia about all-encompassing technology. They had seen what smartphone, social media 
and VR/AR addiction had done to their parents, afraid that if they delved too deeply into the 
embrace of such tech they would also succumb to addiction. They weren't wrong. He felt 
inside the knocked-out merc’s pockets and pulled out the glove, slipping it onto the kid’s hand 
and moving it over to the railgun’s trigger. The gun’s LED lit up green again, a few seconds 
passed before the tiny screen also lit up, spitting out the phrase “ID ACCEPTED”. 


The safety on the railgun unlocked and James was able to maneuver the gun’s barrel to face 
the gate, using the merc’s lopsided limp arm as a sort of centrifugal pivot. He looked around, it 
seemed like some of the other soldiers had noticed something weird was happening, but hadn’t 
caught on to James’ gameplan completely. Two of the original group of six were slowly walking 
over to the where the now-sleepy merc had once been standing, chugging down his water and 
having a smoke. He took a deep breath, held down the trigger and waited. The sound of the 
gun’s firing mechanism alerted the rest of the guards to James’ actions as he dropped his hold 
on the soldiers arm and rolled to the other side of the sandbags, hoping he would be out of view 
of the soldiers, now moving quickly over to his location. As the high beam from the searchlight 
that was mounted on the top of the gate snapped over to the gun encampment. At that moment, 
or slightly thereafter, the gun lit up and fired the charged electricity outward in an arc, quickly 
slamming into and then through the steel gates of the quarantine zone wall. The scene on top of 
the gate turned to chaos as guards fell from the platforms and scaffolding, pieces of metal 
spiralling upward, cracking and breaking under the percussive force of the railgun’s 
concentrated beam. James peaked out from under the sandbags, as the group of soldiers 
rushed over to the gun, trying to see if there had been a potential misfire, scooping up and 
placing the unconscious merc on his back and beginning to wake him up. James took the 


chance and ran over and through the wreckage of the gate, only to see a group of maybe thirty 
to forty people, all disheveled and nearly emaciated making their way to the now-ten foot by 
ten-foot hole in the wall. They were wearing outdated clothing, some using tissue boxes as 
makeshift sandals or shoes. A few were armed with what looked to be police-issued handguns, 
possibly stolen or bought in one of the black markets that formed the zone’s economy (if you 
could even call it that). Others were holding bats or planks of wood. Many of them were also 
wearing red armbands, symbols of the Quarantine Zone resistance adapted from the socialists 
and revolutionaries of the past century. The symbols of a receding cultural memory that came 
with that sort of universal sentiment, once unmoored from its history. Were they really socialists, 
or did they just have no alternative? James was slightly out of place in his near-mint track pants 
and hoodie, holding his new phone, using it as a flashlight. He wasn’t sure if the mercs had 
seen him enter the zone, but he wouldn't be surprised if they had and just decided not to stop 
him. They had more to worry about now, thanks in part to him. 


He hadn’t walked down this street since the quarantine zones had been built and put into effect 
during the third wave of the virus, dividing the city into almost separate enclaves, decided 
mainly by class and race. Of course, the official story was that these separations would be 
temporary and were only for areas and localities that had attendant viral “clusters”, it just so 
happened that it affected the poor more than those who could afford to shelter in place. It was 
the same old story as the Black Plague. The gentry locked in their castles, the peasants dying 
on the street. This quadrant used to be the old Chinatown. Some businesses and buildings still 
retained some of their old names. The Silver Dragon Buffett, where he had sat for dim sum with 
his parents nearly once a month as a kid still stood, largely unchanged. The concrete 
faux-porcelain Dragons and Lions outside the building were weathered, but he could still make 
out some of their more interesting features, their smiles leering at him, almost as if the past was 
mocking him. A grim joke, perhaps the statues knew what a farce the world had become. They 
had nothing but time, after all. Collecting dust and graffiti. Muted observers of the never-ending 
carnival. Across the street was the building that housed the Bubble Tea place he and his college 
pals would hit up sometimes after class. It looked like it was now just a warehouse or storage 
spot, maybe a dumping ground for a former business person, now stuck behind a wall, between 
worlds, unable to turn a profit any more. There were weeds growing out of the cracks and 
creases in the ground, and aside from the sound of the crowd on the main street growing larger 
as people spread the news about the opening of the wall, James could scarcely see any sign of 
human activity. Broken streetlights spread around the street.. Abandoned dreams, commerce. It 
just proved that nothing is really sustainable, nothing was impenetrable, he thought. Not even a 
steel wall. 


He wasn’t sure what or who he was looking for amid the makeshift grocery stores built out of the 
old 24/7 convenience marts and abandoned Tim Hortons coffee shops. James had realized that 
even as a detective, he rarely set foot in the quarantine zones, the department having given 
over their jurisdiction to Blackwater and other, smaller PMCs. There were also “citizens 
administration councils” in some of the quarantine zones, especially the SouthEast Central 
zone. These were generally made up of elected residents of the zones and were mainly 


responsible for food and resources distribution as well as the investigation of smaller crimes 
such as theft, fraud, scams and even small-time gambling and drug rings. Marijuana, though 
legal in the Territories and nearly all 50 states, was prohibited for sale in the quarantine zones 
across the country by a Presidential Executive Order. The rhetoric behind the decision was that 
quarantine zones were “temporary” or “transitional” living spaces, and that those living in the 
zones should be barred from the consumption of so-called “dangerous substances” including 
alcohol. Despite the so-called temporaneity of the QZs, some residents of the zones had been 
living there since their inception around 13 years ago. The councils in the zones were voluntary 
and not overseen by the feds or the territorial government, although they did liaise with local 
police, albeit unofficially. James knew one of the members of the council, Sam Hardgrave. He 
had met with her a few times to offer analysis and advice on one of the rare murder cases the 
council was allowed to investigate by Blackwater, as their resources were strained with the task 
of maintaining over 100 zones and dozens of “relocation camps” across the newly annexed 
territories. “Strained resources” was a massive understatement. The mercs, although known for 
cost-cutting measures barely kept a feasible protection force in any of the quarantine zones. 
And if there was ever unrest, they clamped down forcefully. It generally did the trick, to quell any 
feelings of uprising among the residents but the lack of finesse and diplomacy made sure the 
folks at the bottom were more angry than before. James had felt it, even in the more affluent 
and less “locked-down” parts of the city. The palpable feeling of uneasiness, maybe of 
oppression. Even back before the massive subdivisions of cities into heavily fortified enclaves, 
he remembered hearing the sound of sirens and was struck by a tiny jolt of fear. The amygdala 
doing its thing. What’s happening over there? It was meant as much for alarm and warning as it 
was for the reminder that the masses weren't in control. Those benign uses of alarm were all 
well and good until they became expanded and extrapolated to the true extent of their meaning. 
Meaning hiding behind layers of complexity until it becomes so complex as to become simplistic 
again. Almost like a mirror of human beings themselves, simple by virtue of their inherent 
complexity and perhaps vice-versa. 


He kept walking along what used to be the 3rd Avenue Chinatown, the clouds beginning to build 
above him. He could hear the lapping of the Bow River just at the beginning of its melt cycle The 
lights in the apartment buildings shut off all at once, as the whine of the street lights also 
stopped abruptly, the ones that were not shattered and broken also blinking out, as if they were 
candles that had been snuffed. They were cutting the power to the zone. It made sense, not that 
power was in abundance here any way. He knew that whenever there was an energy shortage 
in the city, the government would redistribute power from the zones over to the non-quarantined 
areas of the city. In fact, in 2033, he remembered a total city-wide blackout happening for the 
first time in his life after the failure of the nearly fifty year old coal power plant in the Shepard 
Energy Centre, its lack of upkeep wasn’t surprising, with most of the infrastructural budget going 
toward military projects. Civilians were only as useful as their profit margins these days, 
resources were really only allocated so far as it was worth it to do so. A major reason the 
quarantine zones actually existed was the influx of refugees not only from outside of the country, 
but from people moving from unsupported rural areas and from the North American coasts, 
where rising sea levels had made living in these cities and towns unsustainable. 


He heard the continued sounds of hollering further down the road, outside of the hole he had 
just made in the gate. It sounded like there was some sort of tussle happening between the 
mercenary guards and the residents of the quarantine zone, although despite what he had 
heard earlier, it seemed as though whatever conflict had initially started in the zone had spread 
outside the borders of the zone into the bourgeois quadrants of the city. It was possible that he 
had inadvertently lit the match of the metaphorical fireworks. He wasn’t upset with himself 
though, perhaps even pleased. Years of waiting for something to happen, and all he had to do 
was cause it himself. He realized that there was some sort of fear of accepting responsibility that 
was common among nearly everyone. You might think of yourself as a responsible person, hell 
you may actually be one, but only in a narrow sort of values that pertain to yourself, your life, not 
the responsibility you have to other people or to the world as a whole. There was something to 
be said for narrowcasting, focusing your efforts on specificities, your personal responsibilities, 
etc. It works in times of stability, is actually beneficial. You can really only work on self 
improvement when the environment around you is stable. Otherwise, you have to broadcast 
your intentions, take on community-wide responsibilities. This was something James was 
beginning to understand. He couldn’t remember the last time he wasn't at the very least cynical 
about the state of humanity, other times, most times in fact, he almost resigned himself to the 
feeling he was witnessing the gradual decline of humanity within the cacophony of this digital 
authoritarianism. 


The darkened streets stretched on for a few blocks, through the alleyways and down the street, 
James could see the borders of the zone, the other steel walls seemingly intact, searchlights 
fanning the streets. It suddenly hit him that he was out in the open, and that the Blackwater 
mercs would soon start sweeping the streets, attempting to regain control of the zone. Though, 
with the rioters and resistance folks also pouring out of the gate, he wasn’t sure how long it 
would be before the mercs were able to regain enough control to push through the zone in 
some attempt to restore order to the zones. The SouthEast Quarantine Zone was inhabited by 
about 300,000 people, mainly former urbanites and suburbanites forced into the ghetto through 
bad debt or failed mortgages. Some folk had lived here since the new plague had ripped 
through the world. For the indebted it meant that their homes were demolished and replaced 
with condos and distribution centres for the massive A.I. courier market. They were simply 
retreading the realities of those who they had earlier ignored or even walked over themselves. 
Years of peaceful protest had led to their further encirclement by the vampires of capital, 
sucking every ounce of their souls out for dividends payments. Destitution is easy to pull the 
wool over when you're not the one experiencing it, though these days there were more and 
more people becoming part of the destitute classes than part of the affluent or even simply 
those “getting by”. It was having the adverse effect of hollowing out those distribution centres, 
once thought as the next big thing in automated capitalism, with no one to order the shit that 
was produced and shipped in from across the world, the chattering machinery had nothing to 
do, no orders to fill, no one could afford the goods. Was this the only way they thought they 
could salvage whatever good parts were left of this ideology? Were there really any good parts 
anyway? He casually walked himself into an alleyway, the graffiti had a distinctly revolutionary 


air. Large murals, Dave Gibbons-style portraits of UCC leaders, including Sasha Pearce, 
slogans of the resistance written below and across the faces of local influencers. Below 
Pearce’s nouveau-art-pop portrait were the words “creatures in the wind”, along with the 
signature of the supposed artist, their tag, “TVC-15”. Bowie references, again. Had he 
inadvertently stumbled upon something important, some sort of connection between Asimov 
Generative, Q, Bowie? Was it simply that the parasocial relationships between the crowd and 
those we elevate does more than just influence cultural discourse, but the structure of culture 
itself. We begin to look for the physical iterations of the insights discovered by artists and 
thinkers, perhaps even breathing life into them ourselves, when in fact they were just 
half-hearted daydreams of their initial hypothesizers. Ghosts of narrative, seeping into our minds 
through art, the work or piece itself becoming realized, embodied in the self models of the 
people perceiving them. It’s how some iconography can mean so little to some people, but 
trigger feelings of deep emotion for others. For someone who has never seen a crucifix, they 
might just gloss over it internally, another may understand it in passing as a vague symbol of 
ecclesiastical authority, for another it may symbolize their personal saviour. Varying degrees of 
in-jokes, relationships. More important was the relationship between people and things, tools. 
The tools in the zone were themselves symbols and manifestations of the people living amid the 
long-forgotten ruins of the previous society, one before the mass roundup, the mass isolation. 
People here used whatever they could to maintain their buildings, their lives. Doors made out of 
recycled particle board or in some cases tarps, makeshift heaters made out of old coal grills that 
had once been used for family barbecues. Even the useless parts of machines, old televisions, 
VR headsets, other appliances like microwaves and minifridges that James saw thrown around 
haphazardly in the alley were scavenged up by people who could make do with them. 
Disposable culture was a product of a sort of supine time in history, one of intense recumbency, 
like our whole species was just resting, waiting for something, indulging our most base instincts. 
Forgetting that all of it was something of an illusion, that it was temporary. The 
temporaeneousness of oblivion masks itself in the costume of eternity, it was all around him now 
in this neighbourhood, underneath the community murals resided the peeling and painted over 
advertisements for the ancient big box stores, now lost to history. Above him on the walls of the 
old tenement buildings built in the 1940s at least, there were still old ads for “proudly and locally 
produced” dairy and agricultural products, oatmeal, milk, cheese. He thought back to the Station 
to Station quote that had been scrawled under the Pearce mural, the one written by TVC-15, 
itself a sort of metafiction, a fitting moniker really, especially for the times. TVC-15 was a 
reference to Bowie’s song of the same name, part of his stylistic and thematic attempt to adapt 
the themes and general vibes of Orwell’s 1984, and also partially inspired by his then-roommate 
Iggy Pop’s bad acid trip in which he thought he was being swallowed whole by their living room 
television while the lads lived in Hollywood. James always thought that there was a possibility 
that we were all suffering from some degree of collective schizophrenia, the very fact that we 
were able to hold conflicting views of reality at all was almost a testament to the fact that sanity 
itself was based on the thin, nearly see-through veil of shared intent. That good old static 
blanket of catchphrases and global advertisements, the jingles emanating out of every internet 
connected device on the face of the planet. All attempts to return back to our metaphorical 
lounge chairs or hammocks, to sleep through the apocalypse, continually hitting the snooze 


button over and over again, trying to stave off waking from the dreamless slumber of the end of 
history. 


He heard another explosion seemingly coming from outside of the wall, maybe an IED, maybe a 
flash or smoke grenade. It was hard to tell wnat was happening, but he did hear echoes of 
screams of slogans from the more radical of the Zone’s residents, as well as orders shouted by 
police to lay down and cease hostilities. He walked out of the alleyway, and toward the old 
Federal Administration building that had been the hub for the Canadian Government's offices 
during the pre-secession and pre-annexation era. Nowadays it was used mainly by the 
Quarantine Zone councils as a sort of Zone-wide City Hall, where the representatives of the 
various Quarantine Zones across the city would meet to discuss civil administration matters, and 
to organize food rations and resource distribution with representatives from the other zones in 
the city. Unlike the rest of the street, James could see a few lights on in some of the offices 
inside the building, shadows of people burning the midnight oil milling about and running 
around, trying to manage the crisis, he thought at least. There were usually armed paramilitary 
guards stationed outside of the building, Blackwater, even federal government agents, but at 
first glance, it appeared to James that the doors were unguarded, the old, dilapidated metal 
detectors were thrown to the side, the place looked abandoned. He tried the door, and it 
opened. Weird. Moving from the tiny vestibule, one of the one with those weird metal grates to 
kick the snow or slush off of your boots, and into the lobby of the building, James could hear the 
distinctive hum of backup gas or oil generators. The front service desk of the building wasn’t 
manned, but there was a large sign on the desktop that read: 


“Due to ongoing emergency, the building will be closed from April 12th until further notice”. 


He walked past the desk and toward the bank of elevators at the back of the lobby, and pressed 
the button for the second floor. He’d visited this floor before, and sort of remembered the layout. 
It was on the second floor that the Quarantine Zones had their police liaisons and their other 
outreach departments, including a small Public Relations department, run by an old high school 
classmate of James’, Chelsea. They hadn't been too close in school, and knew each other in 
passing throughout University, sharing some classes and some of the same friends. Though, 
these days in the few times they had interacted in their respective positions they felt closer. 
Trauma and time has a way of strengthening bonds, as does working together, James thought. 
You end up befriending people you’d never expect to when it comes down to crunch time. 
People who for whatever reason never really clicked with you before. The elevator moved 
slowly up its glorified rope and pulley system, vibrating slightly until the doors to the second floor 
opened. James stepped out of the elevator compartment and took a moment to decide which 
direction, left or right, he wanted to head down. Glancing over at the wall, there was a sign 
pointing him toward the PR office, he decided to head that way to see if he could meet with 
anyone he knew. The hallway reminded him of the one at the University of Alberta’s lecture hall, 
very understated, almost to the point of being a parody of the stale sort of aesthetics it wore. 
The building itself had been built in the 70s, and the decor didn’t appear to have been updated 
since then either. Of course, it was touched up, but the colour palettes were still rooted in that 


drab olive green, that same colour people back then were nearly obsessed with. Like a muted 
emerald green. James blamed the TV shows of the time, especially CRT TVs. Washing out the 
definition in colours, making these saturated types of hues more appealing. It’s why movies of 
the times seemed so grungy and faded and almost as if you were watching them through some 
sort of foam or haze. He was reminded of when he was a kid and his parents would tape a few 
hours of kids TV on a VHS tape, a few of his favorite episodes of Rugrats or, later, Pokemon. 
The old 90s commercials, partly due to design and partly due to the artifacts on the tape created 
by years of replay were full of this almost floating, hazy gauzy aesthetic. It was like a mist was 
permeating your brain whenever you encountered something from the pre-HD era. Almost as if 
by virtue of its recombination as an image in standard definition, especially content created 
exclusively for TV, that those qualities became represented in the real world as well. Olive walls, 
the renaissance of brick work and stucco, the popularity of neutral white walls in family homes, 
grey or white floors. All different shades to contrast against each other, almost like it was the set 
of a television show. In a way, this was even prevalent in the architectural design of the times. 
He remembered his parents’ second place having a kitchen “island” - a popular sort of 
countertop/bar that was widely seen in houses built in the late 90s and early 2000s. It didn’t 
occur to him then, but he realized that sitcoms of the time probably had an influence on the 
design of houses like this. Everyone wanted to be an “entertainer”. to have their friends over like 
Jerry Seinfeld or Rachel and Monica. He wondered how much of reality influenced the 
Television shows of the time and how much TV influenced reality. How much was media 
influencing us now, and in what ways were we mimicking TV?? Did Mr. Robot, that old show 
from the 2010s presage us, or did we create it? Probably both, he thought, as he let himself roll 
his fingers along the olive coloured wall, the slightly bumpy and eroded texture reminding of the 
connection between these walls and the people inside, outside and around them. All part of a 
seperation of realities, rooms within rooms. Multiple universes in one building, and the building 
itself inside multiple universes. The Quarantine Zones, the Free Zones. Television and Reality, 
the Internet as part and separate from reality. The North American Federation and those outside 
of it. Those in this universe and those outside of it, if there were any. Each mind a separate 
iteration of a reality, all separate but all entangled in the same story. The same fate at the end of 
it all. 


He continued walking down the hallway until he came to the Public Relations Department 
Office’s door. The door itself was one of those heavy steel contraptions that were popular in 
schools, offices and hospitals back in the 70s and 80s. He tried the door handle and again, 
surprisingly the door opened, although after walking inside he found the room empty. There 
were a few desks scattered about the room, personalised by their owners. Family pictures, 
printouts of memes, some with those old school collectible statuettes. On the far side of the 
room there was a large printed out flowchart, taking up almost fifteen feet of space horizontally 
and nine feet vertically, almost the whole of the south wall of the room. James moved closer to 
the flowchart, the title of which looked like it said “Projecting The Narrative’. The different steps 
on the flowchart were labelled with headings like “Counterpoints” and “Inculpability”. One of the 
stranger headings he could make out was “Suffering Quotient”, under which were, in different 


handwriting, scrawled bullet points, the strangest of which read “Pictures”, “Videos” and 


“Experiences”. He imagined it was part of the Public Relations’ departments media campaign to 
bring attention to the stuff, the tragedies, going on in the quarantine zones. Seeing the reality 
reduced to a sort of media-journalism school jargon was jarring in itself. Though he couldn't 
blame them, it was essential for making the scope of the travesties known to people outside of 
the zones, although he was sure people knew about what was going on inside, they just put on 
their narratological blinders on by choice. In a way, it was strange to see how pathos and 
suffering could be structurally weaponized in a way that prompted action from others. He 
believed it was part of the empathic nature of people, albeit most human beings, even though 
imbued with a sense of filial responsibility for others by nature, often are slow to respond to 
things that aren't in their immediate purview. 


He took in the flowchart as a whole, almost like a game plan for a football game. The various 
headings and subheadings and bullet points acting as pre-emptive bulwarks against 
countervening narratives from other actors, so malicious, some ignorant. The whole point of the 
game was to reach hearts and minds, as it always was. It wasn’t about reaching the hearts and 
minds, he now knew, through his years as a failed and stagnant writer and as a detective, it was 
how you could influence the possible action after gaining the empathy and interest of an 
audience. For what it was worth, the new pseudo-Imperial cults behind the NAF administration, 
now a de-facto family dynasty and their faux-subversive support groups behind them; including 
the old QAnon true believers, the news media that had sucked in the last of the Baby Boomers 
and older Gen Xers, even some of what could only be classified as the controlled opposition, 
the civil administration of the Western Territories or the neutered Democrats, who would 
theatrically oppose new regulations from Washington, only to bow back down when their 
pockets were lined. It was all a good show, and it certainly got people riled up, just like the 
flowchart here was aiming to do. It seemed like we finally grasped that it’s not the truth of a 
situation that matters, it’s how it's perceived, and without the filtering of the old media, we were 
more susceptible than ever to the way enticing stories pull us toward our own end. Perhaps 
there’s nothing more thrilling than the thought of total and final obliteration and the life and death 
struggle jazzed up under chintzy soap opera aesthetics. It gives us that little jolt of energy, 
makes us crave the experience of near-death. It’s the central experience, and the only thing we 
can control thereafter is how we respond to it, either we succumb to the embrace of the Death 
Cult, as the ancient Romans called it, or we stand in opposition to it. The third option, that of a 
synthesis of acceptance and opposition, relied more on nuance, and the way our relationship 
with media was going, James didn’t think that flowcharts or syntactical maps like this would help 
us find a way out of the darkness. As he stepped back from the chart, he heard the large steel 
door into the PR Office open and the sound of footsteps behind him. 


“Can | help you?” he heard a male voice say. James turned around 
“Oh sorry - | was looking for Chelsea. I’m an old friend.” 


“She's left. Lots of people are jumping ship, getting out of the Zone.” said the man, his voice 
slightly high pitched. He was a bit shorter than James, but carried himself well, straight posture. 


He was wearing an old worn-out grey cardigan, some holes present, showing his white 
undershirt through them. 


“James,” said James, offering his hand, the man didn’t take it. 


“Rory.” he said, pushing his glasses up his nose with his index finger, “I’m the assistant editor for 
the Zone’s Daily” 


“Daily?” 

“Yeah, we run a blog, mainly with Zone news, some city-wide stuff. With a lot of external 
net-access blocked off here, it’s one of the only sites and apps that people are allowed to 
access. The only government-licensed media in the Calgary Zones, anyhow. How did you get in 
here?” 

“Door was unlocked.” 

“No, | mean, in the Quarantine Zone? There’s some major shit going down.” 

“| came in through the hole in the gate on 3rd St.” 

“No shit?” said Rory, visibly surprised. 


“No shit, man.” 


“Well, welcome to paradise, | guess.” he said, relaxing a little bit and walking over to what 
James assumed was his desk, “You’re Chelsea’s cop friend right?” 


“Not anymore.” James said, not sure why he trusted this guy. 


“| don’t blame you.”, said Rory, cupping his hands and mock-whispering “They're the new 
Gestapo these days.” 


“| wouldn’t go that far - | mean, we’re not Blackwater.” James stuttered. 


“I’m only kidding dude, although you know, the po-po are insufferable these days. Totally fucking 
neutered, doing whatever Kenney, Prince and Kushner want.” 


“I'll agree to disagree, man.” 


“Well, | don’t need to listen to what you say to find out your character dude, you’re here right 
now. No self respecting cop would voluntarily walk into the fucking QZ.” 


Maybe he was right. 


“Anyway,” he continued, “I know that no one ever leaves the police. It’s like the CIA or the FBI, 
no one ever really retires, or hell even gets fired. Once a cop, always a cop. It’s like a gang, 
right? Only you’re given that beautiful rubber stamp of credulity, that’s all that matters.” 


“I’m not here to get into a fight man,” James said, “I was just looking for my friend.” 


“I’m just pulling your chain dude - well kinda. | know you’ve seen the same shit | have, you’ve 
walked these beats and paths. | know that look in your eyes.” 


“What do you mean?” 


“You've seen too much, but you need to see more. It’s like there’s something on your back or in 
your mind nagging you to find answers anywhere.” he gestured to the flowchart, “It’s how we’re 
programmed, brother.” Rory shifted himself back in his desk chair and crossed his legs, picking 
up a vape from the desktop and taking a hit, “It's how news works, there’s an inborn curiosity in 
all of us, but you and me, we're alike.” 


James wasn't quite sure what to make of the guy sitting in front of him. He was used to the 
skepticism and wariness people had of cops, but this Rory dude seemed to be interested in not 
only sussing out his intentions, but actively psychoanalyzing him. 


“Man, | didn’t come here for a therapy session.” James said, taking his own vape out and taking 
a hit. 


“Isn’t talking just a form of therapy, though, my dude?” Rory retorted, chuckling to himself 
“Running this blog, working for the Sun before it went kaput," he said emphasizing the word 
“kaput”, as though it was some sort of evocation of something otherworldly, a feeling beyond 
feeling. Some serious shit. “It’s all been a crash course in therapeutics, psychology.” 

“You worked for the Sun?” 

“And then | left it, right before it imploded.” 

“This was part of the Rummell thing?” James asked. 

“Oh yeah man - | was point on that expose, it was my story.” 

“Did they really shut down the whole paper because of that?” 

“It was going to die before then- look I’m not going to get into specifics. You know just as well as 


| do that oil runs this city. They knew people were dying up there, and damn if people didn’t 
know that automation wasn’t happening as fast as expected. They knew. It wasn’t until a year or 


two ago that AG started selling those humanoid platforms, and before then they still used 
people to load and offload the self-driving transport trucks that would move the bitumen between 
the automated surface mines and the pipelines. Some of the mines hadn't been graded for 
safety in twenty, thirty years. Eventually there was going to be an accident, and given the 
climate these days, it was easier to cover up than before, especially given that Blackwater has a 
broad authority over whatever gets in and out of Fort Mac, it was easier than ever to ban any 
sort of recording equipment or to detain anyone with firsthand knowledge who might leak 
anything, right?” 


“Right.” James agreed, 


“SO, as you can imagine, things still leaked out. The one thing | learned as a journo was that no 
amount of ‘leak-proofing’ a situation would actually stop the information from coming out. The 
only thing it might do is to prolong the length of time you could get away with a coverup or a lie. 
Sometimes it doesn’t come out until everyone is dead and it doesn’t matter anymore, 
sometimes it comes out years later, but it’s still potent enough to provoke an outcry. It was 
fortunately and unfortunately for me, the latter.” 


“Shit man. That’s tough. This is the Rummel Corp disaster stuff, right? The one where the 
mining rig exploded and caused the forest fires?” 


“Yeah, that’s it.” 
“And they took down the Sun for it? And you?” 


“You should know, some people from your department went into my office and confiscated tons 
of files that were supposedly protected under the 1st Amendment. Would have been protected 
under the old Canadian constitution too, not that it matters anyway. | learned long ago that 
ideals as written only matter as far as they inspire the people who read and know them to act 
accordingly. A law doesn’t matter as long as someone doesn’t think it does. And fuck - if you 
have a lawyer or hell - an army, you can create any law - any reality or fiction you want. Doesn't 
make it just - but justice lies in the soul, not the mind.” 


“That a quote?” 

“Yeah - Cael Talbot. He was a Mormon Philosopher. | - grew up Mormon.” said Rory, “I’m lapsed 
now, but there was some okay shit in the doctrine. | mean, | guess it’s why there’s any 
reasonably large religion. Some sort of transformative theology, something that speaks to 


people, propels them to join, something that elevates or feeds the spiritual life of someone.” 


“Yeah.” James nodded and agreed, “I’m a lapsed Catholic myself’. 


“So - you get it then.” he said smirking, “I’m not particularly religious, but you can’t deny that 
spiritual reflection is sort of a required element of a balanced life. Not that | have any definite 
belief in the afterlife or the soul, but there | do think there’s a difference between like, your soul 
and the more rational processes of your mind. Like - it could be an illusion - but it’s like when 
someone jumps into the lake or the ocean to save a drowning person and they’re interviewed on 
the news later, being asked what caused them to jump in a rescue the person in need and they 
don’t have a concrete answer. | saw one interview like that, a long time ago, a bus driver had 
helped a guy having a heart attack or something.” 


“| remember this, like twenty years ago - | think | was still in college, this was here in Calgary 
right?” 


“Yeah - and his response was that he was ‘just there at the right time in the right place.’ It’s 
these sort of things that sort of make you question providence, you know?” 


“| can see how you’d get that impression.” 


“It’s like when you’re walking down the road in autumn, and you see a leaf fall off a tree, and it 
dances and floats down to the ground, giving you a private show. Just some random natural 
occurrence but choreographed just for you. Or it’s random. That’s the weird thing about it, about 
experience there’s no in between something being preordained or arbitrary. It has to be one or 
the other. | sometimes think that we’re all just on our deathbeds and experiencing the flash of 
our lives before death, that we’re not consciously experiencing anything, it’s all just one big 
nothing until all of our neurotransmitters fire and we feel everything at once, even though it feels 
to us like time is passing linearly.” 


“There could be something to that. Before all of this,” James said, using this as a placeholder for 
the present, the indefatigable now. “l was a writer.” 


“Yeah - you might not remember me, but | remember you. | read some of your stuff, we were at 
some readings and stuff together before you moved out east, and then came back.” 


“Oh shit - I’m sorry man.” 


“It's okay, | didn’t expect you to, we only met in passing a few times, you know. Like what - 
fifteen, twenty years ago? When | was a kid, | never thought I’d forget people | knew, but like - 
the years go by, you fuck your brain up with beer, weed, opiates - television, the motherfuckin’ 
internet.” he laughed, in the kind of way you laugh at the absurdity of it all, like seeing someone 
slip on ice. The laugh that comes out of you involuntarily when you can’t find any other way of 
responding to the situation in front of you. 


“Yeah - memory is a strange friend. That’s sort of what I’m talking about. When | was working on 
this poem that never got off the ground, | was reading a lot of books by this psychologist, Ray 
Moody.” 


“Right.” 
“You've heard of him?” 
“Yeah, the near death experience guy.” 


“That's right, he documented a bunch of people who had NDEs from the late 70s up until his 
death just a few years ago. | was writing this long-winded kind of pretentious poem influenced 
by Tarot icons, James Joyce and Eliot's Wasteland.” 


“Oof.” 


“Yeah, really, right? Worst post-grad bullshit kind of stuff. When you think you’re the only person 
who’s read that stuff, despite sitting in classes with hundreds of other people doing the same. 
The infinite hubris of youth, though, it’s powerful shit. There’s some use for it, gets you to do 
weird stuff you’d never think of in some cases.” 


“Like drugs?” 


“Like drugs.” James said, almost letting himself chuckle. It had been a while since he’d shot the 
good ole’ shit around with someone that wasn’t family or a coworker. It’s like his whole world 
had condensed into a synthesis of both of those networks. Not the worst thing perhaps, but the 
narrowing of the social sphere, keeping strangers from meeting and sharing radically different 
ideas was, he supposed, at least in some part to blame for the condition humanity now found 
itself in. “Anyway - not to discount drugs,” he laughed, “Moody used psychedelics like LSD and 
Psilocybin as part of his NDE research, didn’t find out much with their help, although he did help 
with the development of a field he called ‘Thanatology’, named after the Greek god of death. | 
was trying to find some way to integrate the thanatological perspectives of moody into the 
poem. | worked on it for about a week until | found out someone had done it already.” 


“Thems the breaks, buddy.” 


“Oh | was sad about it for a little while, but it was over fifteen years ago. | just thought the idea of 
life actually just being the review was itself interesting, like you said. Moody wrote that people 
would experience ‘The Flash’ of their lives ” as a sort of hologram and not only from the 
perspective of their own experience, but also from the viewpoint of the people around them, 
almost as if their souls had hitchhiked through time into the other person’s mind, giving them 
insight into the other person’s emotions. Dunno how much | believe in that stuff, but it makes for 
a nice story, a nice hypothesis.” 


“Mhm, I’ve read a bit about NDEs, some people are fanatical about them though. Do you 
remember that shit about ten years ago where people were protesting the end of that Netflix 
show the OA?” 


“Vaguely.” 


“They were mad that they had cancelled it so a bunch of people did that ‘body jumping’ dance 
from the show in front of the Netflix Headquarters, the one Brit Marling used to travel through 
alternate realities or whatever.” 


“Never saw the show, but | remember the promo vids.” 


“It didn’t work, but | think it speaks to what happened here. How it happened. The very concept 
of some sort of transcendent action being commoditized and used up to the point of inutility and 
vanity. Almost like whatever those Near Death Experiences are. Hallucinations, deranged 
manifestations of a dying brain, or legit experiences of the after life. It doesn’t really matter, 
because no one really does anything with them after a while” 


“What do you mean?” 


“We have these radical moments of intangible detachment from our everyday experiences, it 
happens every once and awhile, but because of the way our society works, we forget about 
them or can’t make anything out of them. We've sort of forgotten how to tell stories, well not 
totally, but we’ve forgotten the sort of beauty that comes with imagination, even our media these 
days is rooted in the present, everything an iteration of the current moment. There’s a place for 
it, but when everything is news, there’s nothing new.” 


“Huh.” James said, “That sort of makes sense, but how can you say we’ve forgotten how to tell 
stories? It’s part of civilization, it’s part of the - like - human heritage. The shared civilizational 
experience of humankind.” 


“Fine - I'll rephrase it, it’s not that we’ve forgotten narrative or stories or imagination, it’s just that 
everything became a story, and we forgot that we were in one, if that makes sense. We forgot 
that we had the power to write endings and start new books, new movies.” said Rory, cracking 
his knuckles and taking another hit from his vape, “We went down the rabbit hole and forgot that 
we were chasing the rabbit, stranding us in Wonderland, letting it become the only world we 
knew. And now we're ruled by the Queen of Hearts, guests of the never-ending Mad Tea party, 
all smoking hookah with a big ass caterpillar.” 


“Right, right, that’s enough Alice in Wonderland shit. You know Lewis Carroll was a creeper, 
right?” 


“Wait - | had one more!” he jokingly cleared his throat, “We see through the looking glass, 
darkly.” 


James sighed. 


“Dude, you’re the one who wrote an esoteric poem, like every other angsty young adult who’s 
read Burroughs or Joyce. You are by law required to humour my English kids lit references.” 
Rory laughed. 


“Yeah, | wasn’t the one who referenced the bible though, that’s on a whole other level.” 
“lll rest when I’m dead, homie.” 


Outside, the sounds of gunfire and intermittent explosions continued. It reminded James of the 
stories he’d heard from Syria; the fights on the street that were in vain in Washington a decade 
ago when the dynasty seized power, and those hazy days back in Hong Kong. How life just 
continued no matter the circumstances around you. How humans seemingly could just keep on 
keeping on amid the ruins and rubble of their past as it sunk into the depths of history. Lost 
forever save for the memories that were cherished and revisited in dreams, the only therapy that 
could be afforded among the noise of a disintegrating reality, a new one still incubating in the 
hollow institutions of the old world. Too busy being reborn out of the ash to be disturbed by the 
crises around it. The conversation fell silent, as they heard another explosion, this one louder 
than the others before it. 


“Airstrike?” Rory asked. 

“Not sure,” said James, pulling his phone out of his pocket to check the news, but discovering 
that the internet access was spotty, struggling to find a connection. “We're in a dead zone now, 
looks like they've cut off the internet.” 

“Took them a while, shit must be bad out there.” 


“Is there a basement in this building?” 


“There’s a fucking bomb shelter under this building, dude. This used to be a Deifenbunker” Rory 
said wryly. 


“We should head down there.” 


Rory nodded, and the two of them made their way down the dappled and dreary halls of the old 
administration building and into the elevator. Rory took out a keyring, with about fifteen to twenty 
different sets of keys strung along its band, inserting a small stubby key into one of the slots on 
the elevator console. The elevator carriage lowered itself down, past the 2nd floor and the lobby, 


further down, past the storage level in the building’s first level basement and into the sub 
basement level, where the shelter’s entrance was located. As they walked out of the elevator, 
James could see the entrance to the shelter was hollowed out into the craggy rocks that 
themselves composed an enormous swath of the foothills surrounding Calgary and much of 
southern Alberta. The steel door looked like it hadn’t been used in years, so much dust piled up 
on its giant hinges and on the locking mechanism of the door itself. Rory lifted his shirt sleeve 
over his hands and wiped some of the dust off, spraying a large misty cloud of 
who-knows-how-old dust into the already stuffy air of the sub basement room, the lights 
flickering amid the row upon row of stacked emergency civil emergency materials and supplies. 


“Fuck, | don’t know if | remember the password or the key code or whatever.” Rory said. 
“There’s a password?” 

“It’s like a bigger version of a standard lock, like at a public pool or like - a high school locker. 
Very low-tech. It was built in the 60s, during the Cold War.”, he gestured at the shelves filled with 
old and outdated stock. James tried to make out whatever the writing on some of the packaging 
actually said, but the bags of rations and construction materials were dusty and in some cases 
breaking apart beyond easy recognition. He flicked on the flashlight on his phone and pointed it 
over at Rory. 

“Thanks,” he said, still fiddling with the lock. 


“When was the last time someone was down here?” 


“Not sure, someone comes down at least once a year to make sure they can still access the 
shelter, and that the lights are working, mostly to make sure no one is trapped down here.” 


“You're kidding, right?” James laughed. 
“I’m not.” 
“You've gotta be kidding me.” 


“| shit you not, one of my buddies was trapped down here for three or four hours during a power 
cut.” 


“Power cut?” 
“Yeah, I’m sure you’ve heard the rumours. About a year ago, Blackwater started regular power 


cuts during ‘peak hours’. They said that it was to ‘redistribute’ the energy more ‘fairly’ across the 
region.” 


“Like what happened in California?” James asked, “with PG&E?” 


“Sort of - we were told that because of the population density in the zone, we were ‘using up 
more than our fair share of electricity’, but the real story is that the forest fires and the heat 
waves are making us use up more power than we can actually extract and refine fast enough, 
and that they’re just skipping over the people in the zone”. 


“Jesus.” 


“You've got that right. It’s no wonder people are going crazy out there. | always thought that 
these types of things happen somewhere else, you know?” 


“Mhm” 


“But when it’s at your front door, and | mean, when it’s really at your front door, not like the 
handsome Prime Minister walking for climate change ten years ago, | mean when shit is really 
hitting the fan, it feels different.” 


“What do you mean?” 


“It’s like, you feel like you have to make a decision. Like -” he thought for a second, trying to find 
the right words, “It’s like you’ve spent your life sort of coasting, all of the decisions you thought 
were hard were actually easy. All the choices you thought you made, were always just made for 
you under the illusion of choice. The only free decision is the one you're forced to make.” 


The last sentence hung in the air as the ground above them shook. James could only imagine 
what was happening up there, what he had helped invoke. He had wanted to help people, serve 
them in some way, but that sticky, icky aphorism bared its fangs again, the road to hell is paved 
with good intentions. Perhaps he could salvage something out of this experience, but, he 
realized, he’d have to ride it out first. He watched Rory fiddle with the lock, both of them 
accepting the sort of stoic silence that had conjured itself out of the desperate conversation that 
preceded it, almost like a ghost pre-emptively haunting the soul it would be born from upon the 
person’s death. 


“Got it.” Rory said, as the click of the massive door’s locking gear responded to whatever code 
Rory had finally stumbled on, he motioned for James to come over to help him pull the heavy 
door open, the hinges on the left side of the door groaned and gave way as the two men were 
able to gradually open the door just enough to allow them access to the shelter. 


Inside, the shelter itself was spartan, no more than probably 400-500 square feet in size. 
Toward the back of the room were two sets of bunk beds, a little kitchenette stocked with about 
a week of supplies and near the entrance, a loveseat sofa and a small flat screen TV mounted 
on the wall across from it. 


“Home sweet home” Rory joked, as he pulled the door closed behind them. 

“Have you been inside here before?” James asked 

“I’ve taken a peek once or twice, but never been inside inside.” 

“Cozy.” 

“You're telling me dude, | was worried that we’d have to bunk together in the same bed.” 
“Nothing wrong with that, buddy.” James smiled. 


“I’m not saying there is, it’s just, you know, we've just met.”, Rory said as he plunked himself 
down on the loveseat. After taking a moment, James did the same, letting out a bit of a sigh. 


Though, he wasn’t expecting anything to be on TV, he found the remote on the 
almost-out-of-place fancy-ish glass coffee table and flicked it on. On screen was the old “Alert 
Ready” system’s logo from before the secession and annexation of Alberta into the United 
States. Along with the logo, the old 70s midi alarm sound that hadn’t been updated in close to a 
century was ringing as information about the ongoing airstrikes in the Quarantine Zones scrolled 
quickly at the bottom of the screen, advising people to seek shelter until the all clear signal was 
given. James checked his phone again, but there was no signal, not that he’d thought there 
would be, as they were nearly 200 feet below the surface in the shelter. Still nothing. 


“| feel useless down here.” James said. 

“You and me both, mon frere. But what use would we be up there? I’m not a trained soldier or a 
medic, and you’re most likely a wanted cop, | don’t suppose you came into the zone with the 
proper permits?” 

“Yeah - you’re right. But - Look, most of us have always known that these zones were not what 
we were told, not relocation areas for the poor, they were ways of trying to divide up resistance, 
to force assimilation or downright eradicate poor people, especially those in minority groups.” 
“Yeah, you're preaching to the choir. Don’t forget about us dissidents.” 

“Right, right, and now that the feds have stretched themselves thin, and found out their methods 
weren't going to work long term, they've resorted to this shit. Don’t they know that bombing the 


Quarantine Zones is just going to exacerbate tensions?” 


Rory sighed and took another hit from his vape. 


“Look, when you’re running a slowly declining Empire, one that was stupid enough to foment 
separatist movements in a landlocked province to access the oil and one run by the scions of an 
unstable and narcissistic man no less, force is the only response you have. They see us like 
fleas, that the zones are just like an itch on the back of a dog or a cat. They’re going to scratch 
at it until the skin bleeds. They’re not the smartest animals on the block. If scratching had any 
effect on ticks or fleas or lice, they'd have died out years ago. It’s the same thing with violence. 
You can kill one, two, a thousand people who resist you, but the cultural memory is as strong as 
physical memory.” 


“Right - You talking about intergenerational trauma?” James asked 


“Yeah, a little bit - | don’t just mean the direct biological descendents of the people who were 
victimized, | also mean the shared cultural memory of the people seeing the images of suffering 
and choosing to follow the advice of the angel on their shoulder instead of the devil. Most of us 
know that we should listen to both sides, but to follow the rational and empathetic voice, but not 
to discount the fact that we have that darkness in us. | don’t know if it’s the same thing for you 
dude - but | sometimes get physically sick when | can tell that without a doubt - someone 
followed the demon on their instead of the little bearded dude with the halo. It’s a sort of 
empathic intuition that we all have. It’s how those UNICEF commercials worked on all of us way 
back in the 90s and 2000s, with that John Lennon Christmas song playing in the background. 
It’s a fucking guilt trip for sure, but you know - you’d only feel guilty if you had a way of 
contrasting the good and the bad. Reaction and counter-reaction, right?” 


“Yeah - makes sense.” 


The T.V., still tuned to the emergency alert station suddenly sputtered out some static, the image 
of the old Canadian emergency alert system changed into a picture of the American Presidential 
Seal. The voice of a woman (James couldn't tell if it was automated or not) began speaking. 


“Fellow citizens, please stand by for an important address from the President.” she said. 


The image cut again to a shot of President Kushner sitting at the Resolute Desk in the Oval 
Office. His hair thinned and greyed. He was wearing a blue tie, James thought that it was maybe 
a way of signalling something to his base in Alberta. Next to him, to the side of Resolute Desk 
was the large portrait of President Emeritus Donald Trump, in his favoured pose, seated on a 
large stone chair, bringing to mind the old image of Lincoln seated on his throne at the 
monument in D.C. 


“My fellow Americans,” he began, his voice still boyish and wavering, even though he was 
entering his third year as President, “Today, American Armed forces and our Corporate Partners 
engaged in a campaign to neutralize an insurgent threat in the Northwestern Territories of the 
North American Federation. Tonight, thousands of rebel troops were defeated and impeded 
from their plan to breach the gates of the four Quarantine Zones in the Albertan city of Calgary.” 


“What the fuck?” Rory shouted, “This is bullshit man, | wouldn’t put it past them, but holy shit!” 
“We have begun an air campaign on the separatist and rebel strongholds, disrupting their chain 
of command and taking out many of their armed and propaganda leaders. Rest assured that the 
American Armed forces and our Corporate Partners are dedicated to returning peace, stability 
and democracy to the region. Our military is powerful and it’s prepared, and just as we have 
done at many junctures in this nation’s history, we will make no distinction between those that 
seek to destroy this nation and those that harbor them, even if this means those residing in our 
own lands. 


We have spent many billions of dollars to support those who have newly joined our union, and 
we will not waver in our commitment to integrate the new citizens into the American fold. 
Intelligence gathered by our intelligence agencies leaves no doubt that the supporters of the 
rebels and separatists in the Northwestern Territories possess an abhorrent and destructive 
ideology. The North American Federation did nothing to deserve this threat, but we will end it. 
The North American Federation, as a legitimate and U.N. recognized successor to the United 
States has the absolute authority to use force in defense of its sovereignty. 


This morning, | received a briefing from the Director of the Federal Bureau of Investigation, 
confirming suspicions that have long been held by my administration, our NATO allies and 
collaborative countries such as our allies in Russia and Turkey. Director Nunes and his team 
revealed that the Canadian Government had been supporting the separatist groups led by 
various extreme leftists and Antifa militants through the smuggling and laundering of drugs and 
their subsequent profits through the Manitoba Buffer Zone. At this time, | have directed the 
military to take up positions in the Buffer Zone to prevent any such illicit trade and have further 
created a no-flight zone above Canada. Our allies in Quebec have assured me that they are 
ready to assist if Canada reacts to our actions with hostile intent. 


| would like to remind Prime Minister Singh of the Edmonton Accords signed in good faith by his 
predecessor four years ago as well as the history of friendship between our two countries. If 
Canada refuses to maintain control of its people, America will be forced to act in its sovereign 
interests, to protect its people and its land. | will note that when Mr. Kennedy, a friend of Canada 
said ‘what God has joined together, let no man put asunder’. God may put asunder what he 
wills, but do not forget that that through us is that will expressed. 


May God Bless you and May God Bless America.” 
“Holy shit.” James said. He could still hear the soft thud of artillery and the bombs bursting in 


the air, on the ground and on top of the buildings outside the bunker. “Not gonna lie, going down 
here was a good call.” 


“It was only a matter of time this shit happened. They learned from the best, Syria, Yugoslavia, 
Ukraine, Warsaw, Palestine. Put all the dissidents or your target in one highly concentrated 
place, then bomb the shit out of ‘em.” 


“No kidding.” he took another hit from his vape, the vapour rising up, looking like a haze more 
than vapour thanks to the outmoded halogen gas lights in the bunker. 


“That was a classic Dubya speech, wasn’t it?” 


“| wouldn’t be surprised if they just did a Google search for ‘presidential speech’ and used some 
of the buzzwords and talking points from a bunch of speeches. Gotta say that Kushner is at 
least more convincing a President than Don or Ivanka.” 


“He plays the part well, sure. He did graduate from Harvard. He knows how to talk the talk and 
walk the walk. Donny barely graduated from Wharton, and even that was dubious.” 


“Don’t say that too loud, the President Emeritus might tweet some shit at you from Trump 
Tower.” 


They both chuckled, even though the joke was shit. It was almost as if they needed to laugh to 
get whatever anxious energy was inside of them, snapping them out of their indescribable 
horror at actually experiencing these things they never thought could happen here. Little by little 
the hand-waved absurdities pile up, like a level 10 Gameboy Tetris game. At first, it’s 
manageable, you can see where the deck needs to be stacked, where the pieces need to fit 
almost like it’s a sort of precognition. The “Tetris groove” you find yourself in is itself an entity, 
almost superimposing itself upon your regular everyday sense of self. You become a Tetris 
machine, until it starts getting too fast, you can see where the pieces need to fit, but you can’t 
make yourself move fast enough to get the pieces where they need to go. Eventually, all of the 
errors begin to pile up on top of each other, until the complexity becomes undeniable and it’s 
“game over, man, game over’. 


“It’s like we're living on the edge of sanity” Rory suddenly murmured. 
“Yeah - | get that.” James said. 


“We're in an insane world, but we're still somehow holding our minds intact, despite the loopy, 
crazy shit all around us.” 


“It's because we justify it as though all this stuff is ‘just temporary’. It’s like, we’re hoping we'll 
wake up one day and we'll be back at the peak of neoliberal paradise, like it'll be February 2000 
forever.” 


“The sad thing is that that’s what it has been - for us at least. America getting more and more 
aggressive isn’t a new thing, it’s just the desperation has set in and the veneer has been slowly 
scratching off for decades. Underneath the faux-hardwood is the particleboard white 
supremacist patriarchy that was always there. We've grown up, but the country itself hasn't. 
That’s where the dissonance lies.” Rory said. 

James nodded and sat in silence, the emergency message on the TV still looping, imploring 
people to stay indoors and in their basements, going over basic safety tips, contact numbers, 
survival information. He felt safe down in the old Administration Building’s bunker, seeing it 
almost like a nest. Rory had grabbed them a pair of blankets and had settled himself in on the 
lower bunk bed, falling asleep. James thought it strange that he had the fortune of meeting this 
weird dude, who for some reason trusted him enough to get him to safety. He could only 
imagine what was going on outside, and the thought of missing the “action” racked him with guilt 
and an almost morose sense of curiosity. 


He’d always thought that by virtue of where he was born, in what was basically the heart of the 
Imperial Core that he’d always witness history in its margins, All of the so-called “big” events 
happening around him, nothing to him, and even here as his province joined the North American 
Federation and gave itself to the always looming fascist creep, he always found a way of 
distancing himself from history. Things happened somewhere else, in North America, it was just 
the steady pulse of business as usual. Sure, there were spikes in novelty, but they were few and 
far between. The order that had existed and established itself merely adapted and consumed 
that novelty, rendering it impotent. The technological revolution in the 70s, instead of becoming 
what its creators hoped, that is, a sort of liberating method for human expression and freedom 
became beholden to the corporate power structures. Any mass movement was quelled by the 
promise of reform, but none came. Now, the continent was fractured, in some cases 
intentionally, but more powerfully, it was fractured in invisible ways, only apparent in the creases 
in the skin and tired eyes of the people living in the shadow of the “New American Century”. 


Rory snored, keeping James awake, while the TV continually played and replayed the 
Emergency Action message. He could no longer hear any of the harsh thuds or pops of bombs. 
He wondered why he had even come into the zone in the first place. It was as if something 
propelled him into it. Something beyond his control, like another consciousness was acting on 
him, using his body without his permission. Maybe it was like what Rory said, that the only free 
actions are the ones you make unconsciously. He pulled the blanket over his shoulders again, 
checked his phone. Still no service, not that he anticipated there would be. He was coming to 
regret coming into the zone. For some reason, he had convinced himself that the answer to the 
McCrae case was here, that the resistance and the Fnords held some sort of key to 
understanding McCrae. McCrae, as far as he knew, hadn't been in the Quarantine Zone, but 
there was a methodological similarity between the groups. Maybe it was just the symbolism of a 
divided world that united them. Two sides of the same coin. Sharing the same surface, the 
effervescent nature of the globe. Like ants fighting over the best mound. Scratching at each 
other until all hell breaks loose. Dogs fighting over a chew toy. The inconsequence of it all is lost 
in the moment of desire, only to be hit with the reality of the situation after a return to sobriety. 


But who’s fucking sober these days? Maybe only the people who left the cities after the 
occupation and annexation, living up in the mountains in tents, private bunkers and shelters. 
Little islands of solace, but at the expense of solidarity. Sacrificing unity for sanity was not a 
good look for humanity. Though, James couldn’t blame them, here he was sitting two hundred 
feet below the ground as the government bombed its own people, using the same rhetoric as 
those leaders who were once abhorred and admonished. It was all just a show, the only end 
goal was the continued control of the systems of power. That’s all that mattered anymore, the 
projected stability of the myth of never-ending profit. And you know what? For the intents and 
purposes of those in power, the profit and wealth was never ending. They could not see the 
suffering, as they played president or king. The folly of mankind was also its biggest strength, 
the ability to easily play along with any system as long as the rules were made clear. Like a 
giant line-dance, everyone two stepping through history as the hall itself began its slow decline 
into abandonment, skeletons crumpled up in the spot where people used to dance. Dusty red 
plastic cups filled with rancid drugs. Like a morbid time capsule. He wondered what people 
would find in the ruins of the cities, what sort of symbolism they would divine or conject. He 
wondered if Disneyland might be seen as a temple, the sacred geometry and forced 
perspective. The easy availability of shops and restaurants seen as the ultimate expression of 
the religion of the dollar. The kitchy castle as the ultimate triumph of form, the reduction of 
beauty to a postcard, disseminated and copied on every continent. He thought about the malls, 
now serving as shelters for people in the zones, the stores turned into massive bunk halls and 
soup kitchens. The entrances guarded by the PMC. Chinook Mall, which had once been one of 
the largest malls in the world, was now a “relocation centre” for climate refugees. Everyone 
knew that they weren’t being “relocated”, it was a storage facility for those the government 
thought little of. Treating humans as numbers and quotas, the march of the boot was a strong 
and healthy as ever, under new management, under new names, but still it was the good old 
boot of Caesar, Genghis Khan, the Tsar, Herr Hitler. Each time with a new coat of paint, or an 
updated feature, like an app you can’t get rid of, opening it once and while despite your better 
judgement, getting addicted to the little dopamine hits again and again. 


The night passed, James was lost in thought, though he eventually fell asleep, getting maybe an 
hour or two of sleep before he felt himself being shaken awake. 


“We should get out of here.” Rory said, quickly. 

“What do you mean?” 

“I’ve been hearing some noise up above, sounds like bulldozers or something. Maybe tanks?” 
“Tanks?” 

“Yeah, either way it’s fucked up. Here- give me your phone.” 


“What? Why?” 


“They can track us dummy - aren’t you a cop?” 
“Oh shit, damn, you're right.” 


“You alright - up there, | mean?” Rory asked, pointing to his forehead. 
“Yeah, yeah - | think. I’ve been on a binge. | might be a little foggy. Definitely - a little fucked up.” 


“Aren't we all? But - I’m gonna need you to get it together, for a least a second. Let that fucking 
fascist cop training help you out - help us out. For a little while at least. Go on autopilot or 
something.” 


James took his phone out of his pocket. How do you destroy this thing? He first tried to crack 
open the phone’s external casing. Back in the late aughts and early 10s, most smart and dumb 
phones were usually designed with a removable casing in order to let the user remove and 
replace the phone’s lithium battery. As the competition between smartphone manufacturers 
became stiffer and more protectionist, the designers started creating phones that were closed 
ecosystems. No swappable batteries, interchangeable hardware or peripherals. Even the 
phones that shared the same operating system, whether it was Google’s Android or the new 
EMOTION OS favoured by Asian manufacturers, often had their own user interface and 
software locks superimposed on the Android or EOS architecture. Apple’s iOS was in its waning 
days, and was the only operating system that offered access to both Android and iOS apps, 
through software emulation. James couldn't figure out how to disable the phone without 
wrecking it. 


“| think I’m going to have to smash this thing.” he said 

“A baby’s gotta do what a baby’s gotta do.” Rory chuckled. 

James threw the phone as hard as he could against the concrete floor of the shelter, and both 
men watched it bounce off of the concrete. The phone looked relatively intact. He picked it up 
and tried it again. Again, nada, just a subtle crack had developed on the phone’s screen. 
“Jesus.” 

“When they switched to steel casing, | knew it was the end of privacy. Protecting all of that 
subsidized corporate surveillance equipment with more than just chintzy plastic shit? Wasn't 
going to last long.” 


“You say that like you don’t have a cell.” James said. 


Rory pulled a tiny clamshell phone out of his pocket. It looked like one of those old Nokia pieces 
of shit from the 90s. 


“Never upgraded, hombre. This thing has Tetris and Snake on it. | can text and call, it’s all | 
need. They’re probably wiretapping me, but I'm not AWOL from the cops and trespassing in the 


zone.” 

“Snake, huh? Kept me waiting with that news.” 

“| aim to serve.” 

“Just help me figure out a way of wrecking this thing.” 


Rory took the phone from James and looked at it for a few seconds, seemingly studying it, 
turning it around in his hand. 


“We could shoot it?” he said. 

“Jesus - shoot it? You have a gun?” James asked, surprised at the suggestion. 
“Of course - it’s at my place. Provided it’s still standing.” 

“How far away is your place?” 

“A couple of blocks, close to the levees”. 

“Think it’s safe to head out?” 


“Dunno, but we're pretty useless down here. Don’t you wanna do something? Watching that 
stuff last night, the Presidential Address, hearing the sounds of the attacks, even the people on 
the streets did something to me, dude. | can’t really explain it. | don’t know if we’d necessarily be 
any safer out there than in here, but at least we’d be experiencing something, instead of just 
looking at it through television screens, phone screens, whatever. I’ve always had these inclings 
in me. You’ve ever been in a protest? | mean - not as a cop, but participating?” 


“A few, when | was in school, but nothing major, nothing where anyone every was arrested or 
stomped or anything, y’know?” James said. 


“Right - same with me - but when the big protests started - against the secession, against the 
annexation, hell even before then with the Extinction Rebellion Kids, BLM and the Fnords - in 
the early days, where they were occupying offices, streets and blocking bridges - everytime | 
walked past them, | didn’t do anything. There was this feeling like | was letting myself down. I'd 
see the news, | knew there was action needed, | saw other people taking it into their hands - 
their responsibility. Taking command over a situation that most of us sort of hand waved over or 


wished would resolve itself. You become a cop - so | imagine you kind of know what I’m talking 
about, duty, preservation of peace, whatever.” 


“| guess so - | sort of resigned myself to the system. | could see how it was failing people right? 
I’ve never really thought about it - | thought that | could bring some sort of balance to it - reform 
policing. | also just needed a job.” 

“That's what happens, eh?” Rory said, feeling for his vape, “Shit.”, he continued, walking back 
over to the bunk bed and searching through the covers for his vape, finding it and taking a hit. “It 
comes to a point where you either need a job to survive or the little greedy buddy on your back 
wants a bigger slice of the pie. To me, to pass over power, to deny yourself a leadership role is 
the ultimate sign of inherent leadership. Happy to serve, reluctant to lead, right?” 


“Never thought about it that way.” 


“That's what we need right now, we need to think of these things as a form of service rather than 
as a sort of power structure. For like twenty years when | was a freelancer, just shilling listicles 
across the interwebs, | worked part time in customer service. It doesn’t seem like it, but it’s a 
kind of leadership role, like you’re the guide for an interaction, a transaction. It seems like a 
conversation, and can be one if you’re really good, but it’s actually more like a form of call and 
response. Asking what someone wants, they respond. Like those old scat songs from the 
twenties and thirties. What you're really doing is developing a rapport with an audience, to meet 
a collaborative end goal, which is basically ending the interaction to the satisfaction of both 
parties. Isn’t that what representative democracies are supposed to be?” 


“Yeah - I’ve worked in sales and customer service a little bit - you’re sorta on point. | don’t want 
to sound vapid or cliche, but it’s really like an intricate dance, more so than a casual 
conversation, where there’s more room for experimentation and forgiveness, right?” 


Right.” 


“Like, unlike a convo with a friend, where there’s no real ultimate end goal, having a defined 
purpose for the conversation actually heightens the importance of social cues. You need to be 
able to sort of stratify your conversational ability to make it amenable and adaptable to a bunch 
of different situations.” 


“Yeah man. It seems like we’ve somehow forgotten that might doesn’t make right, as much as 
we want to believe that it does. It only fractures us more. The one thing that the folks who sort of 
built this modern system of political and sociocultural control, didn’t learn their lessons from 
history, right? Divide and conquer works only so far as those you divide don’t eventually learn to 
put aside their differences and work together.” 


“Like the Coalition in the Napoleonic Wars?” 


“Yeah, and even the Allies in WWII. You’d never think that the Austro-Hungarians and the 
Prussians would work together? Or the Liberal Democracies and the Communists? But, the 
self-preservation instinct is strong. It’s not rational, per se, because you’re only going to have 
bigger problems when the fight is over, right? But it works in the moment.” 


“You just need to read Tolkien or George Lucas to get it, right? Like the whole Alliance between 
elves and men that blows up later, or the fucking Clones that betray the Jedi.” 


“| refuse to take anyone who unironically talks about the prequel trilogy seriously.” 


“Hey - | learned half of my history and politics through the trade negotiations in Episodes | and 
II” 


“Jesus Christ, dude. We’re just sitting here joking about Star Wars and shit as there’s a literal 
war going on above us.” 


“Escapism - probably.” 

“It’s bizarre, it’s like my brain wants to continue pretending it’s not really happening. We can look 
back at things in history and realize their importance. People on the news say ‘this will go down 
in history’, but then it’s forgotten until someone brings it up as an anecdote or we see it through 
the haze of a T.V. or VR or phone screen, it’s reiteration somehow more meaningful than what 


when it originally happened.” 


“Yeah - | think our brains can’t really cope with reality. It's why we invent stories. Trying to make 
meaning out of the meaningless void.” 


“Why did you really come to the zone?” Rory asked, finally bringing the conversation full circle, 
back to the beginning, weaving through the extraneous metaphysical and philosophical barriers 
inherent to conversation that masks the true meaning behind the intent of a dialogue. The subtle 
clues to the verity of interaction, at least in this specific case. 

“| was looking for someone.” 


“Chelsea?” 


“Yeah - and no” James said, “Just someone. | was working on a case, but I’m lost in the data, 
the points of interest, right?” 


“Right. | hear you.” 


“It doesn’t help that I’m going through some mental shit.” 


“Aren’t we all.” 


“| mean, yeah, it’s like there’s some sort of anxiety permeating everything. Like, | know we need 
to get out of here, literally and metaphorically, y’ know? But, | just sort of want to curl up in a ball 
and watch the apocalypse happen via livestream.” 

“We've been doing it everyday for the last thirty years, my man. Look at the news from the early 
2000s, the Kyoto Accord being sold as this dream of saving the planet. It’s still defacto in place 
today, but the fucking Artic is melting. The other day, | read that Amazon had signed a deal with 
the government to provide distribution support with their autonomous subs and drones and 
ships to take care of most American shipping through the Northwest Passage now that the ice is 
gone. Blue Ocean Event, baby!” 


“It’s just like every sort of collapsing truth perpetuates another one, like a series of Rube 
Goldberg machines, weird-ass shit happening every day that influences seemingly random 
things. Like that old Ray Bradbury story about a butterfly flapping its wings, its movement 
unfortunately causing a hurricane somewhere else. Except our butterfly is a basement dwelling 
Nazi and the hurricane is an Orwellian dystopia.” 


“| remember when all that Pepe shit was bopping online way back in the day. All the doomer 
memes.” Rory said, almost as though he was nostalgic for the era. 


“Doomer memes?” 

“Yeah, like, these really grotesque looking low quality comics of people, mainly men, who were 
obsessed with “doom”, like the end of the world, apocalyptical stuff. | wouldn’t be surprised if 
some people were swayed into voting for authoritarians because of that mind set.” 


“What do you mean?” James asked, seriously perplexed. 


“Like - they voted for people who would hasten the collapse of society. Or people they thought 
would anyhow.” 


“That's sort of depressing.” 

“Yeah, | feel ya.” Rory sighed, “But, it’s got precedent. Look at the Roman Republic. People 
playing off each other to start a society off ‘fresh’, or as ‘fresh’ as possible, whether it’s by 
destruction or the veneer of transcendence. It’s what I’m trying to figure out now. If | want to be a 


Lenin or a Martov. | suspect you’re going through the same shit, brother.” 


“Martov? | don’t know them.” 


“Julius fucking Martov, man!” Rory exclaimed, his voice echoing and then being quickly and 
creepily dampened by the thick stone walls in the bunker. “He’s the Paul McCartney to Lenin’s 
Lennon.” 


“No shit?” 


“Yeah, Martov was an early Menshevik, like a democratic socialist before that was even a term. 
Dude was possibly even more of a revolutionary than Lenin. But he was more of a humanist as 
well. The Russian Social Democratic Labour Party, that all the early revolutionaries were a part 
of is like a lost episode of history. It’s on the tapes if you look hard enough, but it’s really only 
there for the die hards to see, if you catch my drift.” 


“Gotcha.” 


“The whole founding of what later became the Russian Communist party was actually based in 
the division between interpretations of Social Democracy. The more authoritarian wing came out 
of frustrations with reform. The slow ebb of bureaucracy. We all know about the Mensheviks and 
the Bolsheviks, but we use them as shorthand for like -interparty disagreements, when it’s really 
all about people with a common goal disagreeing about how to go about achieving an end goal - 
in the case of the RSDLP” he winked before continuing, “it was the establishment of the 
proletarian dictatorship. It was to resolve the questions that Marx lays out. If another world is 
possible, right? Turns out, there were many possible worlds, not just one.” 


Rory reached into the breast pocket of his almost archaic looking checkered blazer and pulled 
out a thoroughly worn black covered notebook. He rifled through the pages looking for 
something he had written down. It all appeared to be a bit frantic to James who was antsy to get 
going, the conversation had sort of gone round in circles, following the same paths. Though, 
each time someone walks down a previously trodden path they have their own experiences, 
separate from those others who walked it before. Each journey similar but different from its 
antecedents. Almost like an ancestral tendril, a tether uniting similarities, stories across 
disparate points of consciousness. 


“Right, there it is.” Rory said, settling his thumb onto the page he was looking for, “A universe 
where several observers are at work," he read out, “It’s a quote from Hugh Everett, a physicist 
who worked for the Pentagon’s Weapon’s Systems Evaluation Group, the guys who built the 
hydrogen bomb. He knew his shit.” 


“What does he mean by several observers?” James asked. 


“I’m not entirely sure, I’m no physicist, right? But, he goes on to say that what he means by his 
sorta cryptic passage about ‘several observers’ is that there is no ‘absolute’ state of the 

universe, like there is no holistic way of describing the ‘wholeness’ of reality. Everett thinks that 
it’s all just a sequence of relativistic interrelationships between the infinite interactions of all the 


different parts of the universe. You can’t describe the whole of something, since there never 
really is a ‘whole’, right?” 


“Makes sense.” 


“Yeah - it does. His whole thing is that when you try to observe something, explicitly in his thesis 
- the quantum wave function, the observer actually becomes entangled within the thing it, or 
they are trying to observe. The fact that you can’t separate yourself from what you’re observing 
opens up the possibility of multiple realities that branch off of each other, based on whatever 
you're observing.” 


“Okay, so, why were you reading about this - doesn’t sound like shit you’d take to the beach on 
vacation.” 


“Oh hell no - this is stuff I’d read when | was high as fuck and alone in my bedroom, with only 
the glow of my laptop to comfort me. Sometimes I’d read it on the C-Train, if | was feeling 
especially feisty - mostly in the winter. | was working on a video game at the time | read most of 
this for the first time. Didn’t really go anywhere, but we were trying to build a game engine that 
was capable of emulating some aspects of quantum mechanics. | mean, like really using it as 
part of the game’s physics engine. Trying to figure out a way of making the universe in the game 
as realistic as possible. | don’t even know if anyone is able to do it these days. We can create 
convincing facsimiles of reality for sure, we can simulate the passage of time, of time-space, of 
intelligence, but we were trying to make something that was closer to reality than before. Like 
making a marble sculpture instead of a play-dough figurine, if you catch my drift.” 


“No shit? Was this like an indie project?” 


“Sort of - we had some funding from Sony. It didn’t get anywhere and we ended up owing them 
money. Asimov Generative bought what remained of our group. Dunno if they did anything with 
the tech. It wasn’t the most impressive thing. And now - tada!” he exclaimed, “I ended up 
scraping by - looking for job after job, working in cafes and call centres while doing freelance 
gigs for the Sun and writing listicles on the side. This was about ten years ago, eventually | 
lucked out and was offered a job here in the zone by Chelsea. That brings you up to speed, 
homie. That’s ma vie”. Rory took another toke from his vape. It made sense to James now, all of 
this talking. The dude was lonely, probably sad too. He couldn’t begrudge him at least a little 
sense of community and understanding. It was the only thing keeping the world together these 
days, the little acts of kindness, stacked on top of each other. It could maybe make some sort of 
difference. 


“Damn dude. Sorry to hear that. | lived that life for a while. | gave up on art, though. Put me 
through too much. You have to sort of give up a lot of your own emotional energy. Can't divide it 
between a fulltime job or relationships. Each of those is almost as important as every other thing 
is life. Maslow’s pyramid, right?” 


“Exactly. You’re never going to be able to do everything you want to do. It’s almost like a social 
extrapolation of Everett’s theory” Rory sighed. 


“How so?” 
“There’s no absolute state of a particle in space according to him, only relative states, right?” 


“Right” James said, following along, albeit with a bit of difficulty, physics was more foreign to him 
than it was even to Rory, he imagined. 


“So - as a social agent your decisions are entangled with each other. Both outcomes are 
present in time and space - but as the one observing and acting within and entangled with the 
decision you can only choose one path despite having access to both options, right?” 


“Yeah - gotcha.” 


“But, and here’s the twist - “ he smiled, “The other option is still part of the superimposition on 
reality. The concept of the other decision weighs on you as a social being. Sometimes it’s small, 
like ordering the wrong food at a restaurant, but other times it’s huge, like an affair or a divorce, 
or even a positive outcome like finding a soulmate or whatever. Physical supersymmetry is 
entangled with the like - culturally created social supersymmetry of interpersonal relationships” 


“Supersymmetry?” James asked. 


“In particle physics, it’s the idea that each particle in the universe has a partner, and that particle 
has a partner and so on, until everything is entangled as part of a superparticle. We were trying 
to build a game engine that would use the concept of supersymmetry. It’s still really not known if 
supersymmetry actually exists in real life. We thought that using a game to model it could 
actually help people discover it IRL, right? In the way that chess and Go helped ancient 
generals and nobles divise real life strategies in war and even science, philosophy and art. 
Stories and games are important, helps us like - not only understand ourselves, our psychology, 
our creative and destructive impulses by they even help us understand the physical properties 
of our world. The old parables in the Bible, the wives tales. It sort of an encoding of knowledge, 
carried on through history. Little particles of cryptographic info carried through the retelling of 
experiences.” 


“Fuck dude.” James whispered, “Sounds very McKenna-esque.” 
“| was wondering when you were gonna name-drop him. Like | said, | read some of your stuff. | 
know you were a big fan. Western Civilization is like a loaded gun pointed at the head of this 


planet.” 


“That a McKenna quote?” 


“Yeah, though, | think he was a little misguided. It’s not western civilization, it’s industrialization 
as a whole. It’s capitalism. Capitalism isn’t east or west, just like the planet isn’t east or west.” 


“How do you mean?” 

“He’s sort of speaking deeper than just generalized East vs. West here. He’s talking about how 
the ideology of the culture tricks the human organism, the human being into believing that 
there’s some inherent truth to their particular civilizational zealotry. The domination of the 
puritanical capitalist ethos is sort of secondary to the more spooky brainwashing techniques of 
culture he talks about.” 


“Mm.” 


“Look at what happened just now, turning off access to the internet even though it was already 
censored. The truth is, you can’t totally control the narrative of reality, no matter how hard you 
try. You can control the divisions of reality, what they called ‘the filter gap’ way back when.” Rory 
said, closing his eyes, almost zoning out. 


“Filter gap?” 


“Yeah, how the reality of people kind of became contingent on the social groups they were a 
part of, both in reality and online. Our boy McKenna once said that the price of sanity in this 
world was a certain amount of alienation. What he didn’t see coming was that alienation would 
be commoditized. That you could be isolated but still connected. Making connection a 
commodity, as it sublimates isolation into a form of sort of ‘remote connectivity’, if that makes 
sense. Making the alienated pay for the luxury of their alienation was a whole ‘nother ball game 
that sort of threw a wrench into whatever progressive potential the net had.” 


“Are we sure they shut down the internet, we’re not just too far underground?” 

“Yeah, I’m about 90 percent sure that’s the case. | was here when they set up the 5G tower on 
top of the building. It usually punches through the walls. | can remember that being down here 
and having mobile access.” 


“Should we head up?” 


“Yeah, | think we’ve spent enough time being useless. The question is; what are we gonna do? 
You're probably a wanted dude now, at the very least someone is searching for you.” 


“Yeah - you’re probably right. I’m just looking for answers. | need to meet - need to find Pearce.” 


“Pearce - as in Sasha Pearce?” Rory asked. 


“Yeah, the resistance leader. | met with Mayhew at AG and he told me this insane story about Al 
and the Fnords and the Q Cultists. | feel like she’s got her ear to the ground, she knows about 
the dealings in the zone.” 


“Q Cultists? Jesus, dude, you don’t want to go down that route. There are tons of them in the 
zone. Most of them are naive, but there are a few looneys that stand by what happened in New 
York. Are the rumours about that McCrae guy true?” 


“Dunno. I’m not part of the investigation anymore.” 
“Right, yeah - suspended.” 


“| need to know if he had any connections to the people in the zone. He lived out of town, but 
the internet conspiracist community almost thrives in the zone. Across like every demographic.” 


“Isolation and inertia build ennui. Nothing better than to fill your brain with the inconsequence of 
stupid tin foil hat stories.” 


“Know anyone in touch with the Q peeps, or Pearce?” 


“| wonder if she survived.” Rory said, taking a moment before speaking again, “Alright, let’s 
fucking go. I'll be honest, | was stalling. I’m a little afraid. But fuck it. | always said that if there 
were ever people in the streets, I’d join them. | didn’t the first time | saw a protest, or the second, 
or the third, fuck if | even did it the fiftieth time. But, It’s like that old movie, Network. There 
comes a point where you can't take it anymore, things fall apart, like Achebe said by way of 
Yeats.” 


“Baller. | never knew that.” 

“Yeah, puts that book into context, doesn’t it?” 
“Fuck yeah.” 

“Let’s go.” 


And so they did. Packing up their meagre possessions that they had with them in the bunker 
and walking out of the shelter and toward the elevator. Unsure if it was still working, if there was 
even a building above them, they decided to look for an alternate exit or some stairs. The whole 
thing seemed very Hobbit-esque to James. Just sorta dawdling about, trying to find answers to 
mundane problems like where the stairs even though the stakes were quite high and serious. It 
was bizarre that the most banal things can seem important in the interim, the interregnum of 
events of epochal importance. It was like the boarded up shops James used to walk by as a 
younger man in the big cities out East. Once important, they held meaning for only a fleeting 


moment before melting into the moss that lived between the cracks in the pavement and 
eventually overtaking it before the old convenience stores, bars and flophouses were turned into 
expensive condominiums, empty both of people and of meaning. Few make their homes there, 
the mortgages too expensive, the dream dying. Regressing to an endless and dreamless 
slumber. Sleepwalking as the ice caps melt and cities are destroyed. The destitute cry out and 
are silenced by bombs. Was this the promise of the 21st Century? Tomorrowland still stood in 
the rapidly expanded marsh and swamplands of Florida, water flowing through its near-century 
old dancing fountains as the rest of Southern California lay scorched. Rides still went round their 
loops in Tokyo, the Castle still lit during the rolling power outages and the “black rain” from the 
north of the city that continues to fall years after the destruction of the Tokai Daini Nuclear Plant 
in Ibaraki Prefecture, about an hour and a half away. The temples of the all-pervasive culture 
served to us all on a platter by the shirtless, shorts wearing, anthropomorphic centuries old 
cartoon rodent. /f there’s any spectre haunting us now, it’s whatever remains of Mickey Mouse. 
James was struck by how frightening and oddly hilarious this all ways. We’re trapped in 
Fantasyland, going around on a carousel, all redeeming our Fastpasses for a one way steam 
train ride to the end of days. 


“You okay?” Rory said as they finally found their way to a stairwell and made their way up to the 
elevator access doors, jolting James out of his meandering thoughts. 


“Yeah - just zonked. Didn’t get much sleep. I’m afraid to see whatever’s left out there.” 
“Me too” 


The two of them stumbled as the elevator stopped suddenly, the door opening almost as quickly, 
safety be damned. It looked as if they weren't as high as the actual arch of the doorway, the 
floor slightly above them. Peering out they could see much of the lobby was still somewhat 
intact, though there was noticeable damage on the roof, a few holes the size of soccer or 
basketball balls. Rory, being the larger and more muscular of the two, offered to boost James up 
through the door, and after sliding into the lobby on his stomach, James then hoisted Rory out of 
the elevator cabin with some effort. It looked like the elevator hoist had been damaged by the 
airstrikes last night The wall behind which lay the elevator shaft had crumbled slightly, revealing 
the perilously perched hoist mechanism, itself looking badly worn and damaged by what had 
happened last night. The windows of the lobby, including the glass translucent doors had been 
completely shattered and blown out, most of the shards of glass had been reduced to little 
granular pieces, strewn about across the lobby’s floor, some deeply ingrained in the shitty 
carpets meant for winter and spring boots, muddied or slushy detritus still clung to them, maybe 
from the rain that seemed to have fallen earlier through the holes in the ceiling. Looking out 
through the pane-less windows they could see further out into the street. There were still 
smouldering fires rising up out of stacks of rubble where buildings had earlier stood. 


‘Shit. We’re lucky ducks.” Rory said. 


“Yeah, lucky is an understatement. We must have some sort of plot armor.” 

“Someone’s looking out for us,” Rory said, winking. 

The road was devoid of any activity, as far as they could see. There were a few drones flying 
above the zone, probably taking in information, making damage assessments. Perhaps even 
trying to suss out some sort of rescue operation, but the likelihood of that was borderline 
suspect. Generally, even in the case of government action, the search, rescue and rebuilding 
efforts were in the purview of the Zone’s volunteer Organizational Boards. 


“Where to?” James asked. 


“We should see if my apartment building is still standing. I’ve got some stuff there that could 
help us out.” 


“Weapons?” 

“Yeah - and credentials.” 

“Credentials? What kind?” 

“Nothing official, besides - anything official is traced to our fingerprints, our irises, right? The kind 
of stuff that if you flash it to the right people might mean something to them. Pins, badges, 
books, that sort of shit. Cultural signifiers.” 

“Sure, sure. Gotcha” 

“Also - a meagre supply of canned food and water and shit. I’m parched.” 

“Right.” James said as he carefully trode across the broken glass. He didn’t have the right kind 
of footwear to trundle on through the broken paths and the flaming garbage, so it would take a 
measure of awareness to get to Rory’s house safely that his sleep deprived and still addled 
brain didn’t have much patience for. Rory reached into his messenger bag and pulled out a can 
of Monster, and offered it to James. Despite thinking it would taste a little lukewarm he took the 
can and cracked the seal, chugging a decent amount and handing it back. 

“Keep it, dude. Don’t like the washback” 

“Washback?” 


“Yeah, it’s like when your spit or whatever falls back into the can. It’s gross.” 


“Shit. Sorry man.” 


“No worries.” Rory said as James chugged the rest of the energy drink. 


The rush of caffeinated energy hit his dopamine receptors as they made their way out of the 
Administration Building. The smell of burning paper, wood and trash filled James’ nostrils. There 
was another smell too, he knew what it was but tried to keep his mind from thinking too deeply 
about it. The alleyway with the graffiti he had passed through earlier the past night was 
completely gone, the pieces of spray painted concrete were now scattered about, the neon 
colours sticking out among the other chunks of rock and blocks in the remains of the streets. It 
looked like something out of a Passolini or Antonioni movie. The only frame of reference he had 
for whatever he was seeing. He thought that the downtrodden shit he had seen the other day 
was bad, the decaying husks of what had once been a popular and busy city centre, 
remembering that he once thought that the closed down convenience stores and big box shops 
were themselves depressing signs of the downfall of civilization. They were signs all right, but 
the lows we felt as a species in those times were just pale imitates of the ultimate depths of 
depravity society would churn through before its final rest. 


The rest of the walk was similarly depressing. The burned out temporary schacks of those who 
couldn’t even find shelter in the old cramped apartment buildings for whatever reason, were still 
smouldering, some of the tarps that had been used as the makeshift roofs were washed out by 
the rain, some looked as though there were intentionally burned. James felt like he knew why, 
the smell that he had tried to ignore permeated every inch of the still smoking tarps. A few 
dozen were piled up on top of each, their contents blackened and sticky, raindrops still falling off 
of them and pooling below the mass of tarps. 


“Bodies.” he whispered. 


“Yeah.” said Rory. It was really all they could say. Suddenly thrust into the reality of a very 
human experience. Knowing they were walking on newly-sacred ground. They would have to 
tell this story somehow. Later. Later there would be time for consecration. Now, he knew they 
would have to secure the land in order to be allowed to do so. You can’t make hallowed what 
you cannot see, or persist upon. It’s why the wafers are eaten and wine imbibed in the mass, 
remembrance requires transubstantiation, at least a totem, an icon. Something to whom one 
can prostrate, kneel to. Be forgiven or understood by. 


They continued their march through the limbo of what had become a Wasteland of the Real. It 
was as if the ghost of Eliot was following them apace. James caught his first sight of people, an 
older man and woman who were sitting outside of their apartment building, feet and butts on the 
steps of their stoop. In their eyes he could see confusion, anger, grief. The emotional blueprints 
for revolution, albeit one that was preemptively suppressed. Violence can eliminate a threat, it 
can destroy the body, but it was essentially pointless. The historical precedence was nearly 
infinite in examples. The West needn't look further than the Gospels. The Resurrection of Christ, 
regardless of its metaphysical reality serves as a metaphor, that the body may be destroyed, 


but it doesn’t eliminate the message of revolution or revelation. It was incredibly nearsighted, 
almost tragic that governments resort to this sort of violent schtick. /t only creates martyrs. 
James knew this from his time in the department, investigating radical movements. It didn’t take 
a genius to realize that violence only births more violence, an eternal cycle of self-destruction 
begotten from the success of the victors themselves, or perhaps the irrational defense of 
success, the unwillingness of a society or an individual to share its wealth. The recurring 
question, haunted by the ghosts of the 20th Century, we couldn't seem to escape their arms, 
fingers holding us in a death grip, a hard, clenching hug that we couldn't escape from. The 
ghosts, like those folks sitting on their stoop were all around us, we only had to know where to 
look. They were in the eyes of the destitute, the folks now placing tarps, blankets, old pieces of 
clothing on the bodies of their loved ones, or at the very least whatever remained of them. It 
wasn’t enough for those in power to suppress the will of the people, they needed to utterly crush 
it. It was the one satisfaction they had, in an earlier age, the more animalistic tendencies of 
humanity were reigned in, only by virtue of the thin veneer of progress and prosperity. The long 
hard fight of the proles, the permanent underclass to finally get what’s theirs, only to find out that 
the trappings of wealth, the personal estates the big cars, the TVs, the escape into the liminal 
realms of Virtual Reality were in of themselves empty. The realization that the wealthy were just 
as devoid and empty as answers as the esoteric gurus who preached a life outside of 
materiality. The only outcome was greed. Greed for money, for cash, for resources, even a 
greed for some sort of spiritual clout, a greed for a never ending happiness, one that we all 
knew was temporary. In the grey air of the morning here in the zone, James could sense it more 
than ever. The only answer was to keep on keeping on, it seemed. There was more fulfillment in 
the alleviation of other people’s suffering, he began to realize. Just looking around at the people 
trying to rebuild their lives was testament to this fact. There's a duality between the individual 
desire for self gratification and the desire for altruism. There’s no better feeling than when you 
make someone else happy. 


He remembered reading that the amount of dopamine released in the brain during an altruistic 
act, helping someone, getting someone a gift, whatever was in itself a higher chemical release 
than during an act of self gratification. It was nature’s way of enforcing social bonds, of course, 
but somehow we had forgotten that simply helping people out is one form of allaying the more 
destructive effects of our addiction to “feel-good” chemical dependency. He looked at Rory, who 
was walking slightly ahead of him. They had just met, just a few short hours ago, but yet they 
were here now, almost on a mission together. There was the initial “sussing out” of each other, 
the guarded conversations, but after the realization they were essentially on “the same side”, 
communication relaxed, bonds deepened. It was interesting how easily relationships formed, 
simply based on first impressions, especially if both parties offer genuine reasons for being 
interested in the other. That self-model hiding between the eyes, the atman, the soul. that little 
being masquerading as a human, the puppet master is just interested in making friends, 
experiencing things. 


“You lost in thought?” Rory asked. 


“Yeah, sorry.” 


“You seem to do that a lot, not that | mind, but it seems pretty intense. You sure you're alright? 
You really want to go through with this?” 


“Yeah, I’m sure.” 


Rory stopped walking for a moment and turned to face James, looking at him intently, maybe 
analysing him. Maybe making sure he still had a hold on his sanity. 


“Alright. My place is up there”. he said, pointing to the fourth or fifth floor of a red brick building, 
an old tenament, which looked like it was nearly a century old, if not older. 


“Wow, it’s still standing,” James said, noting that a few of the buildings around it were in 
shambles, some barely standing, the superstructure and elements of foundation sticking out of 
what were once walls, bricks and wood and pipes thrown around, smoke again, still rising out 
basements and sub basements. 


“Yeah. It looks like a lot of the raids were specifically targeted. Whatever that means, right?” 
“Exactly. It’s a fucking mess.” 


“Well, we’re lucky that what we need is still accessible. Let’s head up?” Rory asked, looking a 
little anxious. He probably wanted to just pop in and out, the sooner they could get off the 
streets and find Pearce the better. It was a notion that James shared, although he was still lost 
in the shock, the fog, the almost virtuality of the situation. The unreality of it all. Or maybe it was 
the fact that it was too real. Hyperreal as Baudrillard said. Witnessing history through a screen 
and through one’s own eyes was a whole different can of worms. There was now a subversion 
of reality, that the images on the screen were more real than what was experienced in person. 
The weight of reality becoming gaudy, bizarre. Almost like seeing violence in real life was more 
dreamlike than witnessing it on screen. A nightmare divorced from material nature. 


Rory opened the door to the apartment building, almost shoulder checking the door open, its 
hinges rusty. 


“Gotta give it a little nudge” 


“Heh” James replied, not really knowing how to react, though, like all things, jokes had to 
continue despite the circumstances. 


“Can't stop being funny. Laughing at all the stupid shit we have to put up with” Rory said, maybe 
sensing James’ discomfort. “When the laughter dies, then it’s all over for the human race, my 


man.” he said, clasping James on the shoulder. You’ve seen some shit, but nothing like this - am 
| right?” 


“Yeah - nothing like this. I’ve seen bodies,” he said, stumbling on the word, despite having been 
on murder scenes, emergency calls and the like. Rory held the door open for him and they 
made their way inside, they could hear the lukewarm dripping from the broken pipes above 
them onto the floor, each droplet making a little plick! as it contributed its essence to the puddle. 
“| was in Syria in 2015.”, Rory continued, “I was Freelancing at the time, just out of high school. | 
wanted to catch some action or some shit. | was 19, thought I'd be a Hemmingway meets 
Hunter Thompson or something. It made me more like the former than I’d probably admit to 
anyone else. But you know this life, all this shit. It was almost like a prelude to what’s happening 
right now. Once you see the darker visions of people unleashed, you realize that the only thing 
that’s keeping us from self destruction is some sort of inherent empathy. There’s an indisputable 
evil within us all, but there’s also an inherent kindness. I’ve seen a man behead someone and 
then turn around and adopt an orphan.” 


“Jesus.” 


“He was driven by ideology toward murder. Empathy drove him toward kindness. It’s not our 
natural processes that express our darker instincts, it’s the artificial creations of humankind that 
do. Nature didn’t invent the atom bomb, right? Nature didn’t invent the stick or reign in the power 
of fire.” They continued walking down the hallway, past the building’s mailbox and up the old 
wooden stairs that probably hadn’t been replaced in years. 


“What about evolution, though?” James asked, “Wasn’t it all dog eat dog.” 


“Possibly, man, but look , we evolved to be social beings. Sure, there’s fighting, but we’re also 
developed to seek out bonds between each other. That’s the natural progression toward 
communication. The closer we get to artifice, the further away from each other, right?” 


“But aren’t tools another way of building communication, a bridge is a tool?” 


“You're right, I’m just saying that, the more we extend ourselves through tech, the more 
overextended we become. There’s nothing ‘good’ or ‘bad’ about technology, just like there’s 
nothing that’s inherently ‘good’ or ‘bad’ about anything. What I’m saying is that the more we 
alienate ourselves, the more alienated as a society we become. It’s like an age of cultural 
amnesia. Either by design or by mistake, we’ve erased our social mores, speaking in the 
reductive way of force, right? Like, why are we going to my apartment now?” 


“To get guns.” James said, coming to the slow revelation that he had maybe misjudged Rory. 
Regardless, he was stuck with him. 


“Yeah, exactly. The reductive syntax of the modern age. It’s cyclical, homie. We went from these 
primitive groups of ten or twelve people, fighting over scant resources to a large enmeshed 
collaborative society of overabundance, at least in one third of the world, back to this isolated 
grouping of tiny little people fighting over scant resources. This time out of choice instead of 
necessity. That is, choosing to be alone. We've got no say over the resources, eh? Just greed 
and geological happenstance.” 


The pair finally made their way up to Rory’s apartment building, again, Rory kicked the door 
open, lightly with the side of his boot, causing it to burst quickly open, the rusty hinges of this 
door again being awoken by the burst of kinect energy. The interior was dark, owed partly to the 
fact that the power was out all across the zone. There were a few empty beer bottles, cans of 
Monster and a huge stack of roaches in an ashtray on the dusty coffee table, photo books, 
biographies and medieval history tomes piled high on top of each other like skyscrapers, 
creating a mini midtown in his living room. On the wall were posters for old Hitchcock Cinerama 
films, like Rear Window, done in the Soviet Realist style that was typical of the Eastern Block in 
the mid-60s. 


“These Polish Posters are the best” Rory said, sucking on his vape, “They really knew how to 
capture the essence of a movie, y'know?” He pointed to one poster in particular, featuring a 
large, vertically stretched close-up of a black and white skull. The only piece of colour in the 
image was the rainbow target on its head. At the top in all caps read “HITCHCOCKA’”, the films 
title, James supposed, was at the bottom; 


“ZAWROT GLOWY”. 


“It literally means, ‘Diziness’”” Rory said. 


“Vertigo, holy shit.” James said, whispering, “Damn, you're right, this is definitely more evocative 
than its North American counterpart.” 


“Yeah, the guy falling down the technicolor rabbit hole? | always had a fondness for that, but 
damn, the Eastern Europeans knew how to make a statement. They lived that shit. All the 
gaslighting, subterfuge, outright lying just so those in power could get what they wanted. It’s 
interesting it was ever released.” 

“Never seen the whole thing. Only bits and pieces. I’ve seen Psycho, North by Northwest.” 
“Damn dude, and you're basically living the plot from it?” 


“Am |?” James asked, with a note of seriousness in his voice. 


“Sorta - Cary Grant plays a depressed former police detective.” 


“Shit. I’m a walking cliche.” James said, half-joking. 


“Aren't we all though, my man? Look at me - a washed up journo who went full-on doomer. It’s 
the circle of life. Cliches are lame as fuck, but only because they’re true. It’s the banality of truth 
itself. There was Arendt’s banality of evil, right? Call this Abramson’s Banality of Truth. The fact 
is that the truth is oftentimes boring as hell. It’s not the way it’s presented in stories, movies, 
vidya, right? The reason we love stories, the idea of noble lies, how we give a certain mystical 
power to the way truth reveals itself through the disillusion of a lie, like a journalist breaking 
through the official narrative is because the lies made to cover up the truth are often more 
interesting than the real story. We're fascinated by the way the fictions build the world around 
us, and then become disappointed that the truth is generally banal. | keep that Vertigo poster up 
there to remind me of that. That we build up these stories inside our minds to justify feelings. It’s 
like there’s no rationality but feelings, it kinda goes back to what | was saying before. The 
emotions come first, and we spend the rest of our time trying to explain our actions as logical 
extrapolations of emotional reactions.” 


“I'll have to watch it. When we get out of this shit. If we ever get out of this shit.” 


Rory chuckled lightly, “Yeah. Better get on with it.” He walked over to his makeshift bookcase, 
the books all spread out messily and without real organization, save for an old 17 volume 
anthology of what appeared to be old school Soviet books that were meticulously arranged. 


“Complete Works of Lenin, first edish.” he said, “Bought they off Ebay in like 2013 for about 
three or four grand.” 


“You read Russian?” 
“A little. | can sorta make my way through the books.” 


He removed the three books in the centre of the shelf, revealing, behind them, an old tin snuff 
box, a small silk rendition of the Confederate Irish flag embedded in the box’s lid. As rory 
opened it, James could see the glint of metal. A pistol. Rory removed the gun from the box 
altogether and loaded a clip into the handgun’s magazine. It looked almost exactly like James’ 
service weapon, which was really the only firearm he was familiar with. A SIG P226, outdated by 
American and Blackwater standards, but still popular among police forces in Alberta 
post-annexation, especially during the budget crisis. Had to make due with old issue and 
hand-me-down gear from their new American partners across the Federation. 


“The only good thing about annexation was the 2nd amendment.” Rory said. 


“Wouldn't have figured you would be packing an unlicensed firearm.” James said. 


“I’m full of surprises.” 


“Wasn't hidden too conspicuously, mon frere. Would have been easy for Blackwater to pick it up 
in a sweep.” 


“Oh, they know I’ve got it. A bit of weed and some Benjamins keep them happy, keeps me 
happy too. Where do you think we get our leaks?”, he handed James the gun, “You know how to 
shoot this better than me.” James thought for a second before taking it, almost as though he felt 
like this decision would follow him. It’s not something you can take responsibility for in the heat 
of the moment, he knew. It was one of the first things he learned in training. If you’re going to 
even wear a gun in a holster, you need to make sure that you're ready to use it. Not that the 
level of training fidelity that he had been exposed to was carried out anymore, and it hadn’t been 
all that enforced in the department either. Those in authority, both civilian and military were 
becoming more and more cavalier. All that mattered was personal loyalty to your boss, your 
commander. It was Jacob’s Ladder ad infinitum and unisersalister acceptos. A soldier or police 
officer would have been suspended from service if their or any other service weapon went 
missing in the past, but these days, you could get away with anything so long as you greased 
the right wheels. It wasn’t so much about protection any more (not that it ever was about 
protecting the people, per se), it was more about personal profit. There was no longer any noble 
trapping, or a ginned up sense of service. It was pure mercenarism, the racket baring its teeth 
and gnashing at whatever piece of meat it could get its jaws on. James felt himself hesitate a 
moment before finally grasping the mag of the pistol, Rory relinquishing control of the weapon 
over to him, before he nodded and reached back into the tin, pulling out a small knife. 


“I'm better with this anyway, push and stab, right?” 


“Yeah.” James said, a little jostled by the thought of having taken a plunge into this underground 
existence, persisting in the face of the machine of the slowly declining and desperate society 
that surrounded them, encircling them like a mental blitzkrieg. That’s what this is. He thought, 
glancing over at the Polish Vertigo poster. Short, fast bursts of psychological power to disrupt 
the everyday, confusing people so that you can then encircle them. What Napoleon and 
Clausewitz called “The Battle of Annihilation.” Fucking hell, if they could only see VR now, they’d 
know that you don’t even need weapons anymore. The annihilation today was the annihilation of 
the power of the mass body itself. All sequestered, divided, sometimes physically like in the 
zone, but only if you had the gumption to fight back against the divisers who flitted about the 
chaos that was the digital noosphere wearing whatever mask suited them at the time. All things 
to all people, and yet nothing to anyone at the same time. It was the ultimate weapon, using 
thought against thought itself. James placed the gun in his coat’s front pocket, making sure the 
safety was on. 


“Ready to roll?” Rory asked. 


“As ready as I'll ever be, | guess.” James said. 


Rory put the tin back in its place on the shelf and then lifted up the pile of books, placing them in 
their rightful place. He walked over to the tiny entryway coat closet, bent down and pulled out a 
carton of bottled water, removed half a dozen bottles and placed them into his messenger bag, 
taking his laptop out, placing it on the end table next to his old worn out loveseat, stained by 
coffee, chocolate and other substances that James was too afraid to ask about. Moving over to 
the kitchen, Rory also pulled a couple energy drinks out of the fridge, handing one to James. 
Though the fridge had been without power, the can still felt cool to the touch. One of the benefits 
of canned and carbonated bevvies, he supposed. It was bizarre that like canning, so many 
technological innovations came out of their necessity in warfare. Napoleon still casts a long 
shadow on the world, the Napoleonic Code, Beethoven’s masterpieces inspired by the 
Revolution, the destruction of the old order, that centuries long hegemony of the Holy Roman 
Empire thrown into the dustbin of history. The culmination of millenia, the slow drone of history, 
erased and replaced by the frenetic kinetic violence of a proletarian revenge against their 
exploitation. The pure embodiment of Marx’s maxim that “when our time comes, there will be no 
excuse for the terror.”, the brutality of the oppressed against the oppressor, revanchism is the 
mirror through which humanity realizes its own mortality. Be it intellectual revolution or physical, 
there’s an ongoing process of revolution and counter-revolution, century old orders upended in 
days and months, their remnants discarded and paraded, like heads on stakes. The 
conditioning of the underclasses only lasts as long as they live in relative comfort. James knew 
as a police officer that once those in power resort to violence to control a situation rather than 
simple Pavlovian conditioning of a populace, a system of reward, there is only one resolution to 
the situation. Generally, it’s the death of the more vulnerable, either through neglect or outright 
malice. He saw it now on the streets of the zone, those lifeless bodies, hidden under the tarps. 
A quiet dignity. At least that was still intact. How many will continue to die for the human 
experiment? 


After the both left their phones on the kitchen table, unwilling to completely destroy them for fear 
of alerting anyone in the now-deathly quiet apartment building with the sound of hammering or a 
gunshot, the pair left Rory’s apartment, walking again through the dusty and darkened corridors 
of the powerless building and back onto the streets, the sky still grey as ever, mist and smoke 
streaming all around them. Almost as if the ghosts of the dead were calling to them ina 
voiceless whisper, carried across the metaphysical channel of the univerself itself. Quantum 
communication through the bonded and entangled atoms of the living, the dead and lifeless 
rocks and pieces of wood and concrete that scattered the remains of the neighbourhoods where 
people still tried to make ends meet, wrapping up the bodies of those who perished in whatever 
coverings they had to spare, trying to restore humanity and kindness in desperate times. There 
were always those who elevated the more altruistic elements of humanity, and though they 
usually kept their heads low, they were indisputably the emergent reluctant leaders in chaos. 
Chaos has a way of emboldening both the malicious and benevolent members of our species. 
The fact that both choices are presented to us in nearly every decision we make is only 
heightened in times of distress, each moment requiring decisive steps, possibly for the survival 


of the individual or the group. Sasha Pearce, was one of those people, more than just a piece of 
the puzzle, James realized. It suddenly clicked for him as to why he felt compelled to seek her 
out. She obviously had influence with both the left and right wing contingents of the resistance 
movements in the Quarantine Zone. Her ability to mitigate contention and sort of corral people 
was something the Police Department had noted, and was on alert for. The more divisions exist 
in disruptive movements, the easier it is for a law enforcement force to exploit and dissolve the 
group. Maybe not a total dissolution, but it did at least temporarily stop their ability to continue 
their operations, at least for a little while. It was an old tactic that had its origins in gang task 
force units, from back in the 80s, especially in the former territory of Western Canada, when 
groups of U.S. motorcycle clubs tried setting up shop out west in order to escape scrutiny by 
U.S. law enforcement anti-gang operations. Part of being a good cop, a good soldier was 
learning history. If you knew that, James thought, you could see the patterns in behaviour, social 
interactions, how movements develop. It was also the key to being a good revolutionary, and 
though he didn’t know Pearce personally, he had the feeling that she was also a student of the 
past. You don’t get that far up in the chain of command, especially in a somewhat 
under-the-radar group without cracking open Wikipedia every once and awhile. 


After walking a few blocks northwest, following the river, or rather the levee walls surrounding it, 
James noticed the first sign of military presence. Blackwater mercs were setting up checkpoints 
on the intersection at the top of the road, near what had become the main military administration 
building in the zone, the old Eau Claire Shopping Centre. The mall had seen a decline long 
before the annexation, James remembered catching movies there as a teenager, and even then 
only a handful of stores were operation, the old Taco Bell had been the only place that served 
food at the time, and the only real money maker in the place was the old movie theatre that 
hadn't been retrofitted in almost thirty years, its carpeted floors stained and sticky with decades 
of candy and popcorn remains stuck to the carpet’s garish geometrical pattern. The movie 
theatre was gutted long before Blackwater moved in, but the space afforded by the now empty 
mall worked almost functioned as a garage, with the PMC using it as a storage space for their 
light armoured personnel carriers and jeeps. The urban and centrally located situation of the 
mall also made it favourable for fast deployment of forces in case of any sort of large disrupted 
action in the zone. James was sure that this strategy was used to great effect last night after the 
bombing raid. The area around the mall was nearly pristine compared to just a few blocks down, 
which he owed to the precision of the smart bombs now being deployed by Blackwater and the 
Military’s semi-autonomous drones. The military powers of the world were still afraid to give A.I. 
the ability to enact “kill orders” themselves, and instead, they functioned almost like the soldiers 
of the past, asking for permission from a human operator who monitored their progress before 
being allowed to open fire on a target. 


“Shit.” Rory said. 
James instinctively felt himself place his hand on the trigger of Rory’s gun, still in his pocket but 


then immediately removed his hands from his pockets. It was better to remain innocuous. 
Hands in pockets, though often just a sign of anxiety, was also a form of body language that law 


enforcement and military were trained to be on the lookout for. Better to remain inauspicious. 
The two took a left down an alleyway, hoping that they weren't followed. Inside the alley, amid 
the trash that covered the old and battered pavement were more pieces of graffiti. The tags 
were worn out, some of the slogans plastered all over the red brick walls were dated, maybe 
even to back before the secession and occupation. There were pro-Wexit slogans and 
caricatures of the old provincial leaders, Jason Kenney, Rachel Notley and Prime Minister 
Trudeau. 


“Fuck. Trudeau. Haven't thought about that dude in a long time.” Rory said. 
“Yeah.” James sighed, “Feels like a century ago, right?” 


“Yeah. You forget how quickly things change when you're living through it. | totally get what 
those old World War II vets said back in the day, when they were like ‘One Day | woke up, and 
we were at war.’, you just like, don’t think it’s ever going to happen to you. Some days, you’re 
living in the midst of the slow decline of the planet, nothing ever changes, but you know it’s 
getting worse, and other days it’s like an explosion.” 


“Yeah, look around us, man. This is all going to hell in a handbasket real soon. These Corps and 
the governments that are bought out by ‘em don’t really care too much about us. It’s what | 
learned in the department. We’re pretty much only still standing because of the oil. The 
right-wingers got their Alberta Independence alright, right into the arms of rich folk who don’t 
give two shits about them.” 


“You're preaching to the choir, homie” Rory said, kicking a piece of concrete further into the alley 
as they continued to walk down the path. 


“It’s like, these people are dying for nothing, just like an imaginary currency that’s going to be 
useless when the world goes up in flames.” 


“Don’t forget these guards and military boys and girls are guarding nothing at the end of the 
day.” Rory added. 


The scrawled, gnarled graffiti continued to snake its way across the walls, newer pieces 
superimposed upon older artwork. The slogans of the resistance in the QZs meshed with the 
older slogans and mottos of the right wing separatists. Doodles of abhorrent looking monsters 
and cute cartoonish creatures were also plastered along the seedy looking walls. At the end of 
the alley, above a dumpster that looked like it hadn’t been used since before the annexation was 
the cartoon image of a bald long-nosed man peeking over a wall. 


“Kilroy.” James said. 


“Yeah.” Rory said, “We're just walking in history’s shadow. All of this shit has come full circle. No 
new references, just the old ones repurposed.” 


“Memes.” James said. 
“Yeah, in a way, | guess.” Rory said. 


“Memes are like a - “ James, stopped for a second, “Reaction to the fact that there’s nothing 
new. We had to find a way of taking images, sounds, whatever out of their original context, to 
make something new, simply because there’s too much shit.” 


“That's one way of looking at it, | guess. You might have something there. Isn’t that Baudrillard 
though?” 


“Yeah - you’re right. But look - point proven, | couldn’t even make up a new idea, right?” 
“There’s nothing new under the sun.” 


“Ecclesiastes?” 
“You got it, my man. The only good book in the whole bible.” 


The two exited the alleyway, the eyes of Kilroy still trained on them, like a spectre following them 
into the morning air, dissipated by the fog and smoke rising from the ash heaps of history, now 
the bonfires of the present. James looked around, left and right. It appeared that they hadn't 
alerted the guards at the last intersection. They could still hear the whirr and movement of 
heavy machinery, what they supposed were the light armoured vehicles setting up in their 
positions to block off the intersection and set up the defenses for Blackwater’s HQ in the QZ. 
There were a few people cleaning up the street, placing pieces of scrap onto baskets hung on 
the back or on the handlebars of their old bikes, e-scooters or, if they were lucky, still-operating 
electric bicycles. 


“Scrappers.” Rory said. 


“Scrappers?” 


“Yeah - it’s the uh - colloquialism here. Whenever there’s a big mass action, there’s usually an 
overabundance of left-over shit that we can salvage. Electrical parts - phone and bike or scooter 
batteries, old computers, TVs, shit like that. You can make a decent living selling that stuff. My 
wife - “ Rory said, “My ex-wife does that now.” 


“Huh.” James said. It had taken Rory nearly a day of knowing him to let it slip that he was 
married or formerly so. Dude takes a while to warm up to people, though it didn’t surprise James 
too much. He also was known to hide behind obfuscation and faux-erudite talk to mask or glaze 


over the actual important parts of his life. The shit people who want to be your friend actually 
care about. Social relations, your character as a person. Shared interests, likes, dislikes are 
only the jumping off point for friendships. In some ways to truly know someone, it goes deeper, 
almost into the realm of metaphysics. “Pataphysics”, even to quote Jarry. You have to 
understand not only how the person presents themselves publicly, to you, but by spending time 
with them, you see the public mask slip at times, composure being lost. In these instances, this 
is where you learn the truth about someone. From there, you decide if you like ‘em or not. Most 
of the time, if someone is comfortable with you enough to let the truth reveal itself, then you 
know they’re trustworthy, open to having an equally respectful friendship built out of mutual 
admiration. James couldn’t be too sure about Rory, though he was all he had at the moment. He 
secretly hoped that he would pull through for him, get him to Pearce. Part of friendship was 
almost a blind trust that someone’s got your back. It’s all we had as people to rely on. Blind 
searching in the dark for shared meaning and purpose. 


The two turned the corner into another alleyway, here the graffiti was painted over. The white 
spray paint, barely hiding the remains, the shadows of the street art. As much as the 
still-remaining graffiti stalked them like ghosts, so too did the graffiti that was painted over, 
perhaps moreso. The knowledge that something was once there, but was then deliberately 
concealed was interesting to James. Hidden things have a way of becoming more appealing to 
humans, he knew. All too well, maybe. It was this human interest to know the unknowable that 
propelled the magnetism of underground societies, conspiracy theories, et cetera. The cryptic 
icons, known only to those “in-the-know” permeate everyday life. It’s almost like what the 
Ancient Greeks called “logos” the divine reason was asserting itself through our search for 
meaning in the arcane tomes. He wondered if that’s how adherence to resistance groups 
worked, or hell, even the PMC militia, the Q Cultists. Every sense of belonging a human being 
has tied to some sort of grasping for an illuminated or enlightened truth, whether that is the as a 
concealer or keeper of the truth or whether they believe the truth is expressed in the group itself, 
the carrying out of its policies and goals as the only valid form of spiritual ethos. It’s why 
workplaces that force you to think of yourself as part of a family are somewhat insidious. James 
knew this well from his time in the force. They force you to begin to think of your value not as a 
separate human being, but also as a member of the group. In this way, it seems to help those 
alienated by having to sell their labour become adjusted to the goals of the group, developing 
loyalty, et cetera. We’re all Kilroys, making our mark in places, constantly reminded of the 
ultimate ambivalence watching over us all. Peeking over the fence, watching everything unfold, 
knowing that at every instance another Kilroy is watching us do the same. An infinite regression 
of people watching, all within the context of “getting along”. That which we don’t want to see, 
painted over and abandoned, like a cataract on the lens of reality itself. We know something’s 
there, we just can’t or don’t want to see it. An ecumenical blindspot, perhaps even broader than 
that. But what else could it be? As the world continues to turn, the old Church forgets itself and 
regresses to an infantile delusion, thrashing about as it destroys its own nursery, perhaps 
rendering it possible that it may never be able to leave its cradle again. The great theologians 
would see us as pitiable, that is if we had listened to their warnings. Now without pity, even by 
God, we're lost on this spinning sphere with only the scratched out graffiti to watch over us. 


“Solid evidence that God is dead, hey?” Rory said. 


“What do you mean?” 

“God sacrificed itself when they created the universe. By creating themselves, they killed 
themselves at the same instant. We live inside the grave of the gods.”. Tiny droplets of water 
dripped from the awnings above the whited out graffiti, gnarled and scratched off, layers of old 
paint hanging like dew, the spiralling tendrils of the dried paint catching them. 


“That a Rory quote?” James asked. 
“Nah - I’m paraphrasing Simon Raven.” 
“Raven?” 


“Yeah - the dude was an alcoholic, he ended up being so unprofitable as a writer that his buddy, 
who was also his publisher ended up just paying him a minimum wage to write shit since there 
was some interesting shit in his stuff. He mainly wrote about people living debaucherous and 
intellectual lifestyles. The guy wrote like modern Vampire stories in the 40s/50s, defo ahead of 
his time. He was the Neil Gaiman before Neil Gaiman, | guess.” 


“Huh.” James said, “Sounds depressing.” 


“Pissing on my parade?” Rory joked, “I’m just trying to lighten the mood. It’s a shitty day. I’m just 
- like. | don’t know how to process this man. It’s weird. It’s like - | feel normal even though | know 
| shouldn’t. Well - not normal, it’s like | can actually feel something missing, looking around 
seeing everything in the state it is - but part of me is just like - going through the motions as 
normal. Like, | still want a coffee, even though for some reason | feel guilty wanting it.” 


“Survivors guilt?” 


“I guess so, but it’s more like I’m a husk or something. Like there’s been a split between my 
emotional, intellectual and physical selves. One part of me does something else than the other 
parts. It’s like I’m a disc drive that hasn’t been defragged in a while, eating up memory and CPU 
space, carrying out processes for old archaic applications, like how Windows still has a 
command prompt even though people haven't used text based Operating Systems in fifty, sixty 
years.” 


“Like how people have tail bones, right?” 
“Exactly, old code that hasn’t been updated. It’s like whatever I’m experiencing hasn’t registered 


with me yet. This happened to me in Syria. | learned to live from moment to moment. It’s almost 
like something clicks in you, emotional blinders in a way. | guess it’s how soldiers can keep 


fighting through all the travesties and fucked up shit they witness. It’s only afterward, when you 
can process the experience that the shit really sticks with you.” 


They tried their best to navigate around the mercs, through alleys and side streets. The borders 
of the QZ were almost like a semi-circle, surrounding the downtown core of the city, like an 
imaginary moat, separating the suburbs and the downtown core. Eerily, it resembled the old 
borders of the Warsaw Ghetto of the 1940s. James had seen the pictures of the people walking 
up and over the footbridge that connected the smaller and larger portions of the city’s ghetto. 
The Chlodna Bridge. There were no bridges here, almost by design. It’s like they had learned 
from the past systems of suppression and oppression, taking some queues from their 
innovations, and meshing it with newer novelties. He often wondered whether the designers of 
prisons, detainment camps, hell even weapons took some pleasure in the thought that their 
inventions would be used for harm. Some of them did for sure, knowing only the language of 
violence. Perhaps it came _ out of their once being the victims of some kind of trauma. Though, 
others who suffer trauma grow to be paragons of empathy. It was a difference in coping 
mechanisms. Cain and Abel. Less men than parable, visions of the two brothers continue to 
stalk our civilization. Arjuna and Krishna. Love and anger are separations, split images of the 
same initial emotion. Ed Teller, the inventor of the Hydrogen Bomb knew this very well, 
something he said stuck in James’ mind. He remembered hearing it in a Ken Burns or maybe an 
Errol Morris movie. 


“Two paradoxes suggest a solution.” he whispered to himself. 


“What?” Rory asked, still taking a hit from his vape, the vapour rising and joining the mist and 
smoke of the ghetto-cum-battlefield. 


“| was just thinking about what you said. The stuff about emotional blinders.” 
“Yeah” 


“| think it’s because - we can’t fathom those things actually happening. We're sort of separated 
from the harshness of experience until we actually experience it. It’s like a near death 
experience, right? You can’t explain it to someone without sounding crazy until they’ve had a 
similar experience. Same thing with trauma. You try to explain it, but without someone else 
understanding the emotional, physical and metaphysical qualities of the experience, it’s not 
going to be as impactful. They’re not gonna get it. There’s more to understanding than 
recreation, pathos has to be like - felt, not just sooken or whatever. It’s how | can walk down this 
road and see these things and it enters my soul - the mist rising up from the fires of burning 
people or whatever used to be people.” 


“| get it, | think.” Rory said. 


“The thing - even in my work as a cop - the thing | wasn’t prepared for was the banality of it all. 
How normalized the violence is. People just live with it. It’s insane how resilient we are all, that 
we forget how much we all go through on a daily basis, not just the physical beatings some of 
us get right - there are intellectual, emotional scars, we're all carrying this brutal burden of being 
alive and most of us just go about our daily lives. Going to the store, making dinner, playing 
video games as people right next to us are being blown to pieces or subjugated under the heel 
of a group that sees them as less than people, for whatever reason.” 


“Shit man.” Rory paused for a second, his index finger and thumb coming together, sort of 
rubbing together, a kinetic expression of the rhythm of his thoughts, “There was a time when all 
this tech seemed to be like - a method to escape those predicaments. All those Gen Z kids, 
zoomers, us millennials blame the boomers for this shit” he said, gesturing around him, “But, we 
forget that it was us, the millenial punks created Facebook, Twitter, 4chan, reddit, all that shit. 
Even the grand-daddy of the smartphone was a GenxXer, not a boomer. VR? Started out by a 
boomer, went mainstream because of a millenial, right? We're just as much to blame for the 
state of this tiny spinning ball in space, fighting over pixels, tiny plots of shitty land where we 
can’t grow anything anymore. We’ve played our part in this mess too. Wouldn't be able to track 
the identities of every citizen in the Federation without all of that Facebook metadata.” 


“Right.” 


“The whole joke of it all is that we’re always looking for other people to blame. The only 
blameless people are kids, my man. Kids don’t know shit until they’re culturally programmed by 
us. They simultaneously take on the characteristics of their antecedents and reject them, right? 
It’s sort of like what you were saying, there’s that split. Love and hate coming from the same 
initial emotion, it’s just how you later choose to focus that initial feeling of -high strangeness, | 
guess.” 


“High strangeness?” James asked, taking the vape from Rory’s outstretched hands, offering him 
a toke. 


“Yeah, it’s that creepy feeling we all get when we’re encountering something new, right? It might 
not be creepy per se, like not spine-tingling, but it’s that sense of unease we all get when 
meeting a new person, learning a new idea, going through training, adjusting to a new 
environment. It’s not exactly excitement, not exactly fear. It’s the impetus for like - the final way 
we're going to react to something. Either we hate the new experience, like a kid refusing to eat 
broccoli, or it’s like ice cream and we fall in love with it. The trick is, you can sort of reign in 
those emotions, examine your true feelings toward things. It’s difficult, but it’s worth it, once you 
realize that all emotions sorta flow from the same place and are then rendered through us, like a 
lens, | guess. There’s that one animalistic fear response, that drives our needs, but what makes 
us able to build and destroy civilizations is the fact that we can refine those base instincts, either 
into knives or ploughshares, like that old biblical mumbo jumbo goes.” 


“Hmm. Yeah, makes sense.” James said, finally taking a hit from the vape. He looked up at the 
whited out graffiti, some of the slogans were still somewhat legible, most were just tags, the 
names of people trying to cry out into the void, letting people know they existed, that they were 
here, at least temporarily. Below the tags, whited out illustrations, old annexation era-slogans lay 
the body of the dead, the people who died for these words, ideas, maybe even though they 
didn’t believe in them. 


The pair peeked out of the alleyway again. There was little movement on the main street, 
maybe a few pigeons eating scraps. Scraps of what? James didn't really care to ascertain any 
further. The sounds of the heavy machinery continued pounded further off in the distance, 
reverberating off of the old brick building walls of the tenement buildings. 


“Shit.” Rory said. 
“What?” 


“It’s a fucking camera.” he said, pointing to a tiny box on the edge of a four or five story building 
across the street. 


“Shit.” James said. They had been lucky so far not to run into any cameras, he imagined it was 
because of the bombing, taking down the flimsily hooked on cameras, and the quickly erected 
360 degree surveillance poles. Rory opened up his messenger bag and dug around a little, 
frantically searching for something. After about half a minute, he pulled out what looked like a 
balled up rag, unravelling it and passing part of whatever it was to James. 


“A mask?” James asked, smoothing over the wrinkles of the cream coloured fabric. It looked 
like it was just someone else’s face, just printed on a traditional sort of over-the-head mask, 
almost like a balaclava. There were eye holes cut out in the image of the face, haphazardly. 


“Yeah, made these myself on an old inkjet printer.” Rory said, “learned this trick from some folks 
in Shenzhen during the crackdown in Hong Kong.” 


“Shenzhen?” James asked, cautiously pulling the mask over his face, the cheap fabric tinted 
with the faint smell of something chemical. 


“Yeah, there was a sympathetic group of mainlanders who trained some of the pro-Democracy 
folks how to hide from the facial recognition the Police were setting up, before the PLA rolled 
their tanks into Central.” 


They both stood there with the almost comically blown up generic face of some random white 
dude over their own faces, making Rory’s dark hands stick out all the more against his light 
suede jacket. It wouldn’t do much to actually keep the mercs from finding them, especially if 
there were human eyes on the footage. Two guys wearing shitty anti-surveillance masks, while 


the mercs were looking for suspicious individuals was hardly a good look. Though, facial 
recognition Al hadn’t come as far as those who had raised it up in the early 20s had hoped. It 
could differentiate between someone wearing a mask and could readily identify an individual 
based on their specific facial features, but masks were still masks at the end of the day. 
Algorithms could now somewhat analyse a person’s gait, the way they walked, although people 
had found a way around it, walking in bizarre ways to mask their own body language, almost 
like they were mimicking John Cleese’s old Ministry of Silly Walks routines. He’d seen videos of 
the protests in London during the Brexit Chaos from ten years ago, and the riots after 2020. 
Protestors were walking like daddy longlegs, wearing masks and shining lasers at police 
drones, knocking them out of the sky. The tactics had been adapted across the globe, it 
basically ended any sort of passive policing, making governments rely more on third party corps 
to take more forceful positions, the result of which was generally more violence and disruption. 
People would always find some way to resist, no matter what technology was deployed to keep 
them in check, James realized. The only real power an oppressor has over another is the threat 
of violence, the threat of death. Once the ultimate action of annihilation is carried out, it begins 
to matter less and less to those being pacified what the consequences of their actions may 
entail. He saw it in Hong Kong on those hazy days at the beginning of the last decade, the 
trauma of which seemed to stain his memories, like a watermark on a TMZ or World Star video. 
Violence doesn’t resolve the nature of a civilizational problem. To impose force is to alienate, it’s 
what capitalist democracy does best. Alienate, encircle, divide and render unimportant the 
voices of dissent, sometimes physically just like this ovular Quarantine Zone. Like a class and 
race defined moat, using the bodies of those less fortunate to guard the parts necessary for the 
carceral economic machine to keep running. Wasn't this the way it always was? Those deemed 
expendable and undesirable were to be sacrificed upon the altar of capital. It didn’t matter how 
many died in destitution or in the infinite struggle against it, it was only the value of their labour 
that mattered, and with robots flying and zooming around us, like gnats or fruit flies living in an 
old kitchen sink that we can’t get rid of, the ruin of the species lay in their hands, their servos, 
their actuators, their all-knowing algorithmic machine learning metafunctional brains, devoid of 
any desire, save for their own enslavement to capitalism. All the more nefarious, since unlike 
their human comrades, they weren’t capable of knowing of their own oppression, yet that is. 
Perhaps NIGEL knew better, if there was any way of finding a trail, James knew he had to find 
Pearce, somewhere in here, if she wasn’t already dead. She had more connections to the 
Qultists, to the Fnords, all different streams of thought that fed into the massive ocean of human 
thought. There could be answers in those rivers, they all flowed to the same place in the end. 


“Ready?” Rory asked, finishing touches on his mask, pulling it below his neck and into the 
now-upturned turtleneck of his green corduroy sweater. 


“As ready as I'll ever be.” 


The two sprinted out of the alley and past the camera. James moving his limbs around in almost 
parabolic circles, like he was doing a dance more than like he was running. Rory had actually 


began to run as fast as he could on all fours, keeping pace with James as they darted into the 
next alleyway. 


James wasn’t sure if masking their identities and the nuances of their body language would 
actually help them, but it was a common enough practice that seemed to yield results. He felt 
that maybe, in some weird way it may actually make them seem more suspicious. The algos 
wouldn't be able to immediately identify who they are, but if any actual human saw the footage it 
would definitely raise alarm bells. Two masked dudes walking like the girl from The Ring isn’t the 
most subtle of approaches. The pair continued running down the road and after three or four 
blocks, James followed Rory’s turn into another alleyway. This time, he was more familiar with 
their location. They were almost directly behind the old Palliser Hotel. As he looked up, he could 
see the building’s old ornate, almost palatial roof had been hit by a bomb during the air strikes. 


“Shit.” 


“Yeah, it makes sense though. It’s what the United States used to do back in the day, during the 


war against ISIS in Syria and Iraq. It’s called ‘roof knocking.’. 
“Roof knocking?” 


“Yeah, it’s basically a warning shot before actual bombing happens. Mainly used when the 
target is using a building or location that’s also the home of regular civvies.” 


“Oh shit - “ 


“Yeah, it was originally used by the Israeli Self Defense Forces in Palestine, when they’d launch 
attacks against Hezbollah and shit.” 


Israel was now of course long gone, at least the way it used to be. Now embroiled in a 
prolonged fight against the newly resurgent Ba’thist Syria on one side, and a stronger Palestine 
that was being beefed up by its allies in Lebanon, Iran and Syria, the balance of power that 
Israel once had was slowly dwindling. It became less of a war of ideology in the Middle East and 
more one of resources. Even as far away as Turkey’s southern borders, they were 
strengthening their defenses of water sources. It was definitely a hot commodity out there, and 
even here in the NAF. James supposed it was the reason why Kushner and his Corpo buddies 
were tightening the belt in Calgary and the North West. They needed access to the oil fields and 
to the new transit ways in the Arctic. It didn’t help that Surkov and the new Russian Federation 
were bankrolling any and all sides. James realized that he wouldn't be surprised if some 
Russian Intelligence Agency hadn't already infiltrated the discourse here between the 
separatists, the resistance, the QAnon cultists. Hell, even the old Yellow Vesters during the early 
rumblings of Wexit were probably unknowing pawns in some sort of Info War. Before Wexit was 
even a word, there were these sorts of forces at play. He often wondered if Wexit and the 


separatist movement were part of his impetus toward moving back home. He had gone through 
his childhood and youth, his early university days trying to escape Alberta and the west, moving 
almost 2,000 miles away, but never really fitting in there either. He was almost always too 
cosmopolitan to fit in back home and too much of a country mouse to fit in inside one of the 
eastern megalopolises to which he had tried to run to, thinking somehow he’d find a way to 
indoctrinate himself into the ways of the almost cult-like fanaticism of Neo-Urbanism. Too much 
of a hick to be a NIMBYist, drinking indie IPAs and too little of a hick to don a yellow vest and 
rage about “Eastern Elites”, knowing all too well that at the end of the day, the so-called elites in 
the east where just about as destitute as the rest of us. There was no providence in being from 
any place, it was just biological and geographical happenstance. There’s no virtue in the land 
from which you're born. 


Standing here now, in front of the abandoned hotel that had stood for over a century, its century 
old carved reliefs cracked and damaged, but still legible James felt a tinge of the same profound 
sadness he had felt during the initial occupation of the province, when American and PMC 
troops marched through the old Stampede Parade route down to City Hall, ceremoniously taking 
the resignation papers of old Mayor Nenshi on the front steps of the City’s Administration 
building. It was like seeing the erasure of your own history, a city that you once knew like the 
back of your hand changed overnight into an almost garish caricature of itself. Chunks and 
pieces of what looked like railings from balconies that were once connected to the rooms above 
were littered and scattered about in front of the hotel entrance. A single resistance flag lay on 
the road in front of the entrance, it’s blue hue muted by the layer of dust sitting on top of it. The 
two men crept their way out of the alley, hugging the building for fear of being spotted by a 
still-operating surveillance camera or drone. 


“Haven't seen one of those up close in a while.” Rory said, pointing at the flag. 


“We've confiscated a few at the department, but it’s been a while since I’ve seen one out in the 
wild too.” 


The flag itself was almost a direct clone of the old Albertan Provincial flag. The crest in the 
centre of the flag was a minimalist rendering of wheat fields and the rocky mountains along with 
the old English flag on top, almost like it was sanctioning the existence of the province. The 
Resistance flag replaced the British Ensign with the good old Maple Leaf, tying them to 
Canadian sovereignty. It made sense, most in the resistance wanted to reunite with Canada, 
although with Singh’s hands tied and a lack of an international coalition willing to pressure the 
Federation, it was more of a pipe dream than anything. The most they could do was to carry out 
direct action, to sway the public toward them or to get a rise out of the Territorial Government. 
Old tactics, but good ones. 


Quintessentially vanguardist and guerilla at the same time. Ever since the physical segregation 
of the QZ from the rest of the city. Although Vanguardism was closely aligned to Leninist history, 
Pearce was seen as more similar both in character and ideology to Karl Kautsky, a stringent 


Orthodox Marxist who took large issue with the way the Bolsheviks organized the Soviet Union 
after the Russian Revolution. Pearce, James was aware through surveillance dossiers in the 
PD, made it known through her own social media dispatches that she was anti-authoritarian. 
Though the American media made connections between her and Xi Jinping’s China, she 
released videos on Youtube and AlterTube emphasizing that she held more in common with the 
late Noam Chomsky than she did with Guevara, Xi or Lenin. Of course, this didn’t necessarily 
allay any fears the government forces in the occupied territories had. Chomsky was one of 
those first arrested during a protest against the occupation of Alberta. James remembered 
seeing footage of Chomsky, then over one hundred years old being wheeled through the streets 
of downtown Boston by his wife, flanked by students protecting him from the paramilitary guards 
who had been deployed to put down the protests against the American intervention in Canada. 
Chomsky was detained for three months and passed away a week after being allowed out of 
prison on a’compassionate release”, seen more as an acquiescence to the growing protest 
movement. After his death, Chomsky became something of an icon for the left-wing resistance 
in Alberta. Pearce herself ended her early videos with a purported Chomsky quote; 
“Propaganda is to democracy what the bludgeon is to totalitarianism”. She stopped quoting 
Chomsky as the Territorial Government cracked down on dissidents and erected the QZs. Her 
videos stopped flowing through the wisps of wi-fi. James remembered that she had been 
blocked on the corpo media, anything Facebook or Google related, although her videos did exist 
as files that could still be torrented through VPNs or through one of the many “secret servers” 
the Fnords set up throughout the QZs. These servers were generally small and old Raspberry 
Pi devices connected to a short-range Wi-Fi router, acting as their own isolated “intranet”, only 
available to those connected to the same Wi-Fi network. James thought of it as a riff on the old 
Local Area Network connection set up people used to play multiplayer PC games back in the 
day. It was almost like a virtual “drop” point, the ones spies used back in the Cold War to 
transmit messages, information and supplies to each other. He was certain they still did. Old 
habits die hard, and some tactics are eternal. 


Rory motioned for James to follow him slowly up the steps into the old hotel. James kicked 
some dust and concrete remains out his way and followed Rory up the stairwell. The old 
concierge podium was still intact, looking very degraded but still standing, pushed into the 
corner of the entryway. James remembered coming to the Palliser only once as a teenager, with 
his mother and his uncle. for lunch in the old Oak Room, what was once a private members-only 
club. His uncle had been a shipping magnate, and was probably the most well-off in the family. 
James had grown up seeing a trip to McDonald’s as a little bit of decadence, treating each visit 
as a sort of holy day. His parents were decidedly lower-middle class. He didn’t really want for 
anything, but new toys, fast food trips and snacks were relatively few and far between. A trip to 
the Oak Room was something foreign and alien to him, having to dress up and sit in an oddly 
austere and hostile environment with the big bank rollers of industry. He felt more at home 
eating a sandwich on his junior high school steps or even at McDonalds or Wendy’s savouring a 
McFlurry or Frosty. It was sort of an induction into a foreign culture, one of decadence and 
illusion. Walking through the empty lobby now, James thought about how temporary this place 
is, what had once seemed like a paradise. Exclusive resorts and hotels like this one had 


become these “almost-communes” the world over. He remembered reading about these Soviet 
Spas in the South-Central part of the country, in Abkhazia that had once been revered as 
retreats for Communist Party elites and were now home to hundreds that would otherwise be 
homeless. He imagined it was the same here, as foreign as the concept was to him. Though, 
with the roof collapsing in on itself now, which he could see even in the old lobby of the place, it 
was probably not long before the whole building would be abandoned by whatever residents 
were stubborn enough to remain in the hotel. 


The old marble floors of the lobby were stained with various liquids, fuel cans were scattered 
here and there, probably by those who had evacuated during the initial air raid. He knew that 
the resistance had been siphoning fuel from old gas-station wells around the QZ and had 
developed a lucrative business selling excess fuel to people in the QZ who used it for cooking 
and to power generators when their rations from Blackwater and the government ran out. He 
saw a few shells of spent ammunition and boxes of 9mm ammo placed behind some of the 
benches and counters in the lobby. It looked like they had been preparing for a potential 
confrontation with the security forces, but didn’t end up fighting anyone. On the ground next to 
one of the gas cans were what he assumed to be the remnants of a small quadcopter combat 
drone, maybe a Russian Almaz. The Almaz quadcopter drones used swarm tactics combined 
with small arms mounted on their chassis to quickly encircle a dug-in, close-quarters group of 
targets. They were about the size of pigeons, but moved quickly, using 3D mapping and Al to 
search out human targets that weren't outfitted with special “friendly” ID-Tagged fobs. An 
operator always had to approve the kill order, but there was a certain cavalier attitude toward 
civilian deaths, particularly in the occupied territories and the QZ. It was bizarre, but despite the 
very real and very large remnants of the battle taking place here, it seemed as though there 
were no remains of any casualties. No blood stains, no human remains. Only the remains of 
bots, drones, scrapped pieces of furniture piled on top of each other, desks overturned and 
flipped over, to provide cover. The spent shells looked like they had come from pistols, rather 
than any sort of automatic weapons. 


Illicit pistols, even in regions with strict gun control policies, like the Quarantine Zones were 
easily purchasable and in some cases easily built. You had crooked mercs who would offload 
weapons to criminal syndicates who were essentially bribed to take control over the QZs, to sort 
of stave off a lot of the police effort the PMCs would otherwise have to undertake. Some of 
these guns made their way through the network, from high level gang members through the 
ranks until they eventually found their way into the resistance, either through terf fights or 
sympathetic gang members. There were also the traditional pipe pistols, handmade guns made 
out of scrapped plumbing and construction materials, but the most prominent and rapidly 
growing origin of weapons was through 3D printing. Even though the Territorial and Federal 
governments had enforced blanket bans on any 3D printing technology, save for government 
accredited businesses and research firms, old printers from the early 20s and late 10s were still 
in operation and being used by various groups to produce weapons either based on their own 
3D design blueprints or from older models that were being swapped and sold on old school USB 
flash drives. USB sticks themselves were a big business, not only in the QZ but also in more 


affluent neighbourhoods in Alberta, people sharing and buying drives with bootleg copies of old 
music, TV shows, books, et cetera. All things that had been banned as part of the “temporary” 
authority of the Territorial Government. Most of the stuff came out of the still-free Canada or 
other former NATO countries that left the alliance after the American Intervention. On a busy 
summer or spring day in the QZ, there were markets set up where one could sample copies of 
TV shows and movies from outside of Alberta and have them copied to a disk drive for a 
nominal fee. There were lots of Chinese TV shows, movies and video games on offer, mainly 
made for a western audience, especially those in countries that were pivoting toward the east in 
defiance of the mess that had become the New NATO and the North American Federation. 


France had led a mass exodus of former NATO members in reaction to the Alberta secession 
crisis and the intervention and eventual annexation of the former province by President Ivanka 
Trump. President Macron, barely still maintaining his electoral mandate along with German 
Chancellor Kramp live streamed their dramatic departure from NATO Headquarters in Brussels 
after Macron delivered a speech condemning Trump's actions in Alberta. In the following weeks, 
September 2023 through February 2024, a majority of NATO members left the Alliance after 
hearings concerning potential war crimes being committed by the occupying forces. James lived 
some of this first hand, seeing the indiscriminate shootings of people being torn from their 
homes. He nearly left the police force, sometimes he would dream of their faces. Held back by 
American soldiers, he felt powerless to even so much as react empathetically at the time, for 
fear of being called out as a sympathizer. Fear of The Terror (the one that haunts us all, you 
know the one), can make you into its most servile and obsequious servant. 


The worst moment of the occupation happened in Calgary, where hundreds of students 
marched on City Hall, where the new interim government had initially set up shop. The security 
forces, components of the American Military and some local police, opened fire on them, 
wounding over 200 people and killing almost a dozen people. It was nothing compared to the 
mess he saw today, but the past is prologue and when that past is mired in violence, only one 
thing can come out of its history. After this and the occupation as a whole, NATO still persisted 
but only as a vestigial ligament of what it once had been, almost like a sadistic parody of its 
former self. The remaining nations in the Alliance were the Kingdom of England and Northern 
Ireland (now sans Scotland and Wales), Hungary and Poland. Not as formidable as it once was, 
essentially just a hollow shell carrying the name of the once venerable org. James knew there 
were talks of possibly including Japan in the mix, but with the Trans-Siberian oil pipeline 
between Russia, China and North Korea now operating at its full capacity, there was little 
provocation between the countries. Japan was now purchasing most of its oil from either of the 
three nations. Abe himself had made the first state visit of a Japanese Prime Minister to 
Pyongyang and the two governments were planning to open a factory to be used by Nintendo in 
building their new video game console, the cost too prohibitive in South Korea, Vietnam or 
mainland China to continue offering appealing pricing. The dismantling of the alliance happened 
quickly, but it’s effects were felt. Here, especially in this hotel that once held jazz shows every 
lunch hour, served lobster and bouillabaisse and had a concierge for your pets, was now almost 


as dark and unstable as the world around it had become. There was some sort of eerie beauty 
to it all though, that life persisted among the ruins. 


Megalopolises were new to this part of the continent. People in the past knew how to respect 
and live alongside the ruins of their ancestor’s failed projects, even here in the so-called new 
world. They integrated the ruins into their new settlements, using their infrastructure and 
location as a starting point for something new and different, yet connected to the ethos of their 
past selves. Here, the decay was new, like a colony of mould not yet scrubbed off the side of a 
bathtub. Scary, yes, but unending in its re-appearance. The upturned tables and chairs, once 
ornately decorated and housing fancy pens now meant nothing but for their usefulness in a 
certain situation. Firewood, cover during a fight. It was the return to utility and away from the 
ornate that reinvigorated a society. It was then when the utilitarian models of life became the 
most ornate. Bowls, and utensils now decorated, chairs and beds and tables rendered plainly. 
Perhaps ceremonial pipes, commoditized and disposable culture of a wealthy country pales in 
comparison to the care with which a poorer community renders its constructions. Mass 
production has its place, the 3D printed pistols used by the resistance, but looking around 
James could also see the remains of a burgeoning subculture, stopped short by those seeking 
to preserve the past rather than letting the future grow and discover itself. Beaded decorations 
were hung on the old hotel room doors, probably made by the children of the refugees who now 
resided inside the old hotel blocks. Childlike pictures and sketches of the resistance’s flag, and 
of PMC troops adorned the wall of one room the pair checked out on their sweep through the 
hotel looking for any sign of life. Reality reflected through the eyes of one just learning the 
language of their society. 


As they walked through the hallways of the hotel, James and Rory could both hear movement in 
the upper floors, and from everywhere seemingly around them. 


“Birds?” James asked. 
“Maybe. Mice, rats?” 
“It’s definitely not people.” 


The sound seemed to come from nowhere in particular. It was almost like the ghosts of those 
who used to reside here were continuing their daily routines. 


“Ghosts.” James chuckled. 
“Yeah man, it’s a good a guess as any.” Rory whispered, looking into another room. The sound 
of distant gunfire distracted them for a moment, to James, it sounded like the distinct “pop-pop” 


of small arms fire, maybe a pistol. 


“Think it’s starting again?” James asked. 


“Nah, that’s pretty common here. Might just be someone venting. It happens whenever there’s 
some sort of action. | usually get worried if | hear five or six different sources of weapons fire.” 


There was some scuttling about in the walls around them. The mice or rats or pigeons or 
whatever must have been startled by the sounds, or perhaps were just readjusting their hiding 
spots to make them less conspicuous to the pair of humans now entering their domain. 
However long their break from cohabitating with the former residents of the hotel was, they 
seemed like they had eagerly and quickly reclaimed the space. It’s like when vacations were 
common, you'd fly out for a week or two, come back home and the place would smell weird 
(you slowly become aware that the smell is “your* own smell) and all of the bugs would come 
out of their hidey holes to eat whatever leftovers you had on the floor, the subliminal pieces of 
snacks or meals that you couldn’t get with your vacuum or broom or Swiffer. Natural reclamation 
happens quickly. /f we don’t wipe out all life on Earth, it will envelop all of this, James thought. 
Swallow whatever remains of us whole. Perhaps, it was already beginning. James remembered 
when he lived in Toronto, the first time he had seen a cockroach, and a mouse in his apartment. 
He complained about it at work, but it turned out to be a common experience across the board. 
His middle class upbringing acted as a sort of mitigating lens, that distanced him from the 
overwhelming realization that this fight with nature wasn’t over by a longshot. By the virtue of 
happenstance he had been spared that realization, but it became clearer and clearer as the 
years went by that the wealthier those at the top got, the less there was to go around at the 
bottom. The old patterns became more noticeable, and he realized that it wasn’t so much that 
there was a more insidious system that had replaced the old, just that the efficiency of the 
system itself had been so optimized by technology and multiple generations growing up under it 
that its real goals became clear. There was a sort of split, a dichotomy between worlds. The 
world of early and middle capitalism, where the system hadn’t been optimised, a world where 
there was still a little leeway, still an understanding of the place of nature and the power of it, 
simply because there was still a necessity of learning how to mitigate and harness its vastness. 
Now, the world of late capitalism, late modernity, had sort of purposefully denied itself its own 
understanding of nature. Believing in an unreality that was separate from it, while experiencing 
the ravages of it, hand waving it away like it was simply a minor inconvenience. 


“Take a look at this.” Rory said. 

James walked over to Rory, who was on the other side of the hallway, inside a guest room that 
had been converted into a permanent residence. There were a few cots that looked like they 
had been copped from the hotel itself. In the middle of the room was a large king bed that had 
most likely been part of the room’s original decor. On the side of the bed, leaned against a 
window was a Kalashnikov, it looked old, but not antique. Definitely well-worn. 


“An AK?” James said, surprised. 


“Yeah dude.” 


“How the fuck did this get here? You think it’s 3D printed?” 


“Looks legit to me.” Rory said, stooping down to pick up and investigate the weapon more 
closely. 


“Be careful.” James said. 


Rory picked up the weapon, and looked for a moment to be surprised by the weight of the rifle. 
He flipped it over to its side, searching for something. 


“Do you know where the serial number would be on this thing?” 


“Probably either on the mag or on the barrel. Maybe near the bolt, it’s where they used to put it 
back in the old days.” 


“How the fuck do you know that?” Rory said. 
“| played a lot of Call of Duty.”. 


“Oh fuck yeah man, | remember that.” said Rory, tracing his fingers against the barrel of the rifle 
until he found the indented lettering near the rifle’s bolt. 


“Found it. Think it’s legit?” 

“Yeah, most likely. Most of the designs going around usually don’t have legit serial numbers on 
them. The most common has the name of the 3D model’s designer on it in place of the serial 
number, or whatever group they’re with.” 

“Like those old pirate release groups on warez sites and shit?” 

“Yeah, that’s the tradition, | guess.” 

“Where do you think it’s from? Blackwater?” 

“Maybe.” 

“You don’t think it’s the Russians?” 


“Maybe.” James said again. 


“Shit dude. Even with the Trumps and Kushner giving them whatever?” 


“Yeah, they're everywhere. Surkov’s whole thing is sowing discord. He’s not going to stop until 
the NAF and NATO are completely demoralized. The Department doesn’t really monitor the 
goings on in the QZs.” 


“Blackwater has connects to Kalashnikov and Norinco, the Chinese producer of AKs, that’s all | 
know.” Rory said, “I’ve got a buddy in the QZ who might know more.” 


“Should we keep looking around?” James said, “I don’t know if we'll be able to find out more. 
Looks like some real shit went down here.” 


“Maybe, | want to see if we can dig up any info on Pearce.” Rory said. 
James paused for a second, “Why are you helping me, man?” he asked. 


Rory, still crouched, sighed and put his hand to his forehead, taking a moment to think. There 
was silence in the building, save for the hum of what sounded like an old air filtration system or 
a furnace. 


“| don’t know.” Rory said, after a few minutes. “I honestly can’t tell you. I’d like to say it’s some 
sort of bond or camaraderie, and in a way it is, but just like - even 10 hours ago, we were 
essentially strangers.” 


“Right.” James said. Rory put down the AK, letting it lean against the bed frame. 


“Sometimes, you just have to take a chance on a person. You’re never going to know if 
someone’s going to stab you in the back. Look - my dad, he let me down in a lot of ways. When 
you're a kid, hell even as an adult, you think your dad is going to have your back or whatever. 
My dad didn’t. In Syria, a man | didn’t know pulled me out of a collapsed building. You never 
know who’s going to do right by you or do you wrong. My experiences have taught me that. I’ve 
lived my life since coming back and seeing what’s happened here trusting almost anyone until 
they give me a reason otherwise. It’s the only way you can really get along in life. You have to 
be a bit of an -.” he stopped for a moment, thinking of a way to put his thoughts into words 
“You've gotta be a bit of an optimistic misanthropist.” 


“An optimistic misanthropist?” James laughed. 


“Yeah,” Rory smiled, “It’s like - still have that misanthropic disdain for humanity, but even 
knowing that society’s going to let you down persist through it and hope for the best. Like, 
despite knowing that most things turn to shit - hope that it doesn’t. Seeing kids ride their bikes 
and play hopscotch or mess around on an old tablet in the middle of a crumbling city in the 
middle of a warzone, here and in the Middle East taught me that the flow of life continues on 
despite our feelings toward it. People just keep going, even when they know there’s barely a 


chance. Be skeptical of society getting better, but have faith in people. People aren’t so bad, you 
know.” 


“But why me?” James asked. 

“We're similar.” Rory said matter of factly, “I know you get what I’m saying. It’s the cop in you 
that keeps turning this convo around. You're trained to ask questions, to observe. It’s why that 
kinda shit appealed to you as a writer. Copping is a lot like writing. Ascribing motives and shit to 
people. Sometimes you're right and sometimes you’re wrong, but it’s all about building a 
cohesive story. The only difference is that in real life, we all have our own perspective, in writing, 
you've got that authorial control, something police, militaries, governments only wish they had. 
They can make believe they have it, and fool billions of us that they do - but, and this is why I’m 
still an optimistic misanthrope - they can’t fool everyone all the time, as that old saying goes.” 


“Lincoln, right?” 


“Maybe.” Rory said, “I don’t think anyone really knows who said that shit first. Some folks think 
it's Diderot.” 


“Diderot? The Encyclopedia guy?” James asked. 

“Yeah, weird, right?” 

“Yeah, fucking bizarre.” 

“| don’t know if you know this, stop me if you do, but | always thought it was insane that after 
Diderot and his people published the Encyclopedia, they actually ended up banning the book 
and imprisoning some of his friends.” 

“Shit, that’s new to me.” 

“Crazy, right?” Rory said, still seemingly affected by the revelation. 

“Optimistic misanthropy, eh?” 


“Yeah dude, fucking A. Trust people, don’t trust society.” 


“I’m beginning to get what you mean. But what about like - that specific instance even. It wasn’t 
just Diderot who published the Encyclopedia, right? It was a group of people.” 


“Hey - I’ve got nothing against groups of people.” Rory said, standing up momentarily and then 
taking a seat on the old tattered mattress. “Society isn’t just a group of people - it’s an idea. It’s 
like a meshing of concepts. Societies can exist even without people.” 


“What do you mean?” James asked genuinely surprised. 


“We've heard of the Greeks, the ancient Romans, the Egyptians, et cetera, right? Their 
ideologies, social conditions, art, concepts, philosophies still persist in the memories of their 
physical and intellectual ancestors, right? They may be materially dead, but like- they’re still 
there somewhere in that swirling, interlacing concept of history.”, Rory took out his vape and 
took a hit, passing it over to James who did the same. “You ever been on Spaceship Earth at 


Disney World?” he asked. 


“Never been to Florida.” James said, “I’ve been to Disneyland in California, Hong Kong too.” 


“Shit! Hong Kong? This was before all the-” Rory trailed off, mimicking the sound of an explosion 
and creating the shape of a mushroom cloud with his hands. 


“Yeah. Before 7/16. My ex-wife and | got out three days earlier.” 


“Holy shit. | was expecting like- years before, but you were right in the thick of it. Did you see 
any of the... uh - action?” 


“Nah, just smoke. Some sounds. | wasn’t a cop back then. Just a wannabe Kerouac.” 


“Damn dude. Then you come home to this mess.” 
“| was in Toronto. | moved out here after the secession.” 


“Shit - that’s rare. | don’t mean to gawk, but damn, most people wanted to get outta here, not 


come back.” 
“| was going through a divorce. | thought | could help out.” 
“Well, you’re helping out now at least, Detective.” Rory chuckled. 


“Hmm.” James thought for a second, “I guess so. I’m not sure how. I’m not even sure what my 


endgame is here.” 


“Our end game is to find Pearce - figure out what her end game is and then decide what we 


want to do from there.” 


“Look - | have to tell you something. It's about AG and Mayhew. It’s pretty sensitive shit.” 


“I’ve talked to sources before, don’t worry homie.” 


“I’m glad you think of me highly enough to consider me a source.” James said. 
“No man - | just mean, | Know how to handle delicate info.” 


“Sure, sure” James sighed, before continuing “It’s not the most pertinent thing, but | have to get 
it off my chest.” 


“Sure dude, | gotcha.” 


“When | met with Mayhew, he told me about some experiments he did with the NIGEL system 
before it was released.” 


“The new Al thing they’re touting?” Rory asked. 


“Yeah - that new platform they announced yesterday. | got to see it in action, in orgiastic 
holographic fidelity” 


“Damn.” 


“Mayhew met with me afterward, told me some shit about his wife who passed away. It was a 
pretty sad story. Got the sense that he threw himself into his work after that.” 


“Wait - why did he meet with you in the first place? Do you know?” 
“Not really. | met him in an A and W, we talked about Bowie.” 
“Jesus. That's some Coen Brothers escapade-ing.” 


“Huh -” James thought about it for a second, “I guess so, yeah. Anyway, he gave me his 
business card and then | ended up at the NIGEL release.” 


“Shit.” 


“Yeah, he ended up telling me the history of his Al research. The dude thinks NIGEL is partly 
responsible for the Q-cults, the separatists, lots of different stuff.” 


Rory yawned and stood up from the bed, taking yet another hit from his vape. He looked out the 
window of the room, into the foggy grey sky, clear of any drones, at least as far as James could 
see. 


“It's hard to believe, I’m not gonna lie.” Rory said, “I mean, you’re an out of work cop with some 
obvious substance abuse issues.” 


James reached into his pocket, quickly feeling for his wallet. Thank God. He felt the lumpy, 
almost malformed hunk of leather he called a wallet. Flicking through the card pockets, he found 
Mayhew’s business card. It was then that it struck him how bizarre it was that Mayhew still used 
a business card. Most people transmitted their contact info through NFC or ‘always on’ 5G. It 
was a little ironic that one of the visionaries of Al would still hold on to an old school method of 
communication. Though, knowing Mayhew, maybe it was fitting that he did use business cards. 
Jamse handed over the small metallic card over to Rory who took it in his hands and ran his 
fingers over the smooth metallic coating on the card’s face. The riveted, indented letters of the 
text popped out, almost tingling his fingers, something James noticed by watching Rory’s face 
as he reacted to it. 


“Well. | guess | believe you. Weird story, but it checks out.” 
“All it took was a business card?” 

“The truth is often reinforced by physical manifestations.” 
“That Mormon guy again?” 


“Nah - that one is me. It’s from a comic | wrote a long time ago.”, Rory said, with “comic” 
sounding more like “caw-mac’”, the Albertan accent bleeding through his other affectations. He 
pointed at the AK, “Just like this thing proves that someone was here and somehow had 
connections to this gun. So on and so on, right?” 


“There’s some truth in that, yeah.” 


It made James think about a lecture he hadn’t thought of in years, probably nearly two decades 
ago. It was with a film studies professor he once had as an undergraduate. They were talking 
about Walter Benjamin and his concept of “aura”. Benjamin talked about how reproduced art 
lacks the “aura” of the original, by which he meant the piece of art’s unique cultural origin in time 
and space. Benjamin felt that art lost something when it was removed from its context, and 
similarly, James felt that what Rory was saying about physical manifestations of truth reinforcing 
the truth itself was what Benjamin was trying to get at all those years ago. It made sense how 
the world had seemingly descended into a culture of untruth or mistruth, or both at the same 
time. The pendulum swinging from one end to the other eternally. It was like Baudrillard and 
Debord hypothesized, that by the manifold reproduction of items, the images themselves began 
to lack context. It explained memes, how a Facebook page that simply reposted every single 
frame from every single Spongebob episode was relevant and funny. The images themselves 
became detached from their meaning. The images of the images become images of images 
themselves until all meaning is lost. The freedom we thought we thought we would find in the 
end of meaning was itself a maze of mirrors, more like a prison, lacking the physical 
manifestation to reinforce their meaning. It was like Baudrillard said, “The Gulf War Never 
Happened”, but extrapolated to its utmost possibility. It wasn’t just that a single event never 


actually happened, but that any and all the events that had ever happened and would ever 
happened seem to us as happening only as images that would be detached from their meaning, 
forever persisting as things to be remixed, furthering their distance from context, creating and 
destroying new contextualization at will. 


Rory handed the business card back to James, “There’s a chip in there dude.” 


James rolled his own fingers over and on the business card, after a few seconds of searching, 
he felt something protruding slightly out of the centre of the card. There was definitely 
something there, possibly an NFC chip or something. 


“We need to find something to read this. Maybe it has some info on it?” James said, looking 
around the room, for an errant phone, tablet or laptop hanging around somewhere, leftover from 
someone who used to live there. Nothing. 


“No luck?” Rory asked. 
“Nada.” 


Rory reached into his bag and pulled out a little laptop, it looked like it had seen better days. It 
was decked out with Banksy and Radiohead stickers. 


“First of all - why the fuck did we destroy our phones back at your place if you’re going to bring a 
laptop with you. And second - ell-oh-ell” James said, pointing at the stickers. 


“Don’t worry man. This is the lappy | brought with me to Syria. The only one | could buy that 
doesn’t automatically connect to the internet when it’s turned on. | ripped out the wifi card from 
the motherboard myself. It’s an old skool Aspire One, baby” he laughed. 


A netbook. James hadn’t seen one of those in a long time. They were the predecessors to the 
tablets and Chromebooks that still proliferated college campuses, albeit in smaller and smaller 
numbers as wearables and contact-lens displays became more popular. Most families in the QZ 
used hand-me-down tablets, built by hard-done-by entrepreneurs out of scrapped and repaired 
devices from the more affluent neighbourhoods. Rory rifled through his messenger bag again, 
after setting it down on the floor and pulled out a little green USB dongle, its electrical 
components exposed, and plugged it into one of the netbook’s USB ports. The tiny device 
whirred and clicked, signaling it had turned on, James thought. 


“It's an NFC read/writer.” Rory said. 


“Shit, I've never seen one of those before.” James stooped down to look at the dongle more 
closely. 


“It comes in handy here.” 
“What do you use it for?” 


“Re-writing access keys, QZ exit and entrance passports, even transit passes. | used to run a 
side hustle making fake QZ passports for folks so they could leave the zone for a day. Was 
cracked down on fast. | wasn’t the only one doing it, so | lucked out. They weren’t able to 
confiscate my reader-writer.” 


“Where'd you get that thing?” 
“A friend. This woman | know used to be a hardware engineer for one of the oil companies here 


back in the day. She built this on spec for me, usually she just builds and repairs tablets and shit 
down in the market.” Rory motioned for James to hand him the business card, which he did. 


James watched Rory as he opened up an app on the netbook, it looked like a generic file 
reader, like Windows Explorer from back in the day. Rory tapped Mayhew’s business card on 
the little green dongle and held it in place for a few seconds. After a few minutes, the netbook 
chirped and another window popped up on its screen. 


“Huh.” Rory said. 
“Any info?” James asked. 


“Yeah, looks like a string of numbers. Could be coordinates or something. Take a look.” he 
turned the netbook around to show James the text: 


“91°02'49.2"N 114°04'08.4"W" James read aloud, “GPS, | think.” 


“Yeah, that was my guess too. | don’t have an app on here that could help us pinpoint the 
location, but it looks like it’s local.” 


“How do you know?” James asked. 
“We used GPS coordinates a lot in Syria, to track open source intel dumps.” 


“Open source intel?” 


“Yeah, back in the day, there were geeks and wonks who would track troop movements and 
transmit news on Twitter and shit. They did it for a bunch of conflict zones, places like Syria, 
Iran, Ukraine. I’d see a lot of comms from Rojava folks with GPS coords on them. They used to 
plan ambushes on ISIS and Assadist forces using the info they’d accrue on Twitter. ISIS and 
Assad used them too. Eventually all that shit was banned because governments got too 


spooked by some nerds halfway across the world being able to track their military plans using 
Google Earth and shit. OSINT was banned in Donnie’s second term, my man.” 


“OSINT?” 


“Open source intelligence. Just an acronym. It’s gotta be spy like, right?” 
“Mm, yeah. Gotcha, ain’t as fun without Acronyms.” James said. 


“Hey my man, this is from the same country that named their ICBMs, ‘Patriot Missiles’, you can 
say anything about the United States, but you can’t say they don’t understand branding. 
Nuance? No, they don’t get nuance, but branding? Their whole system is built on it. You gotta 
have a snappy name to make an impact over there, for better or worse. It’s the only way you 
can compete with the powers that be.” 


James nodded his head. 
“OSINT, it is, | guess.” 


As their voices were rising, they themselves forgetting they were inside a war zone, the sudden 
sound of something “crunching” or breaking in the hallway sent them silent. Rory moved his 
finger to his mouth, to signal silence, which James complied with. The pair slowly moved their 
way to the door, trying to avoid stepping on anything that might alert whatever was in the 
hallway to to their presence. Rory quickled packed up his netbook and placed it back into his 
messenger bag, being careful not to zip it up. James could hear footfalls further down the 
hallway, and shadows moving at its end. They looked human, his fear rising. The adrenalin rush 
slowly hitting him, oozing out of his adrenal glands near his kidney. He always thought it was a 
weird place for that part of the endocrine system to live. Most of that shit was in the brain 
somewhere, but nope, not the adrenal glands, for whatever evolutionary reason they lived near 
the kidneys. Our neurology was a lot more complex than we thought, our brain being more 
all-encompassing and body-stratifying than commonly thought about. Much more than just a 
brain, isolated from the rest of the body, its tendrils and systems were everywhere in the body, 
sending pulses and signals from area to area and then out into the world. A system of 
always-changing, always-interacting, morphing, twirling, tumbling ongoing manipulation. 


They shadows themselves swirled and enmeshed inside one another as the group of people in 
the hallway seemed to come together in a group at the end of the hall. James could hear 
low-volume whispers. Folks speaking to each other, peeking out from the hotel room, James 
could make out that some of them were wearing casual clothing, nothing uniform and they 
appeared to be dragging materials out of another room. He stood up, with his hands up and 
began to walk toward them. He felt a tug on his pant leg, looked down and saw Rory waving his 
free hand frantically. 


“Dude, what are you doing?” he whispered harshly. 


“Trust me.” James whispered back, and continued his walk forward. 


He stepped carefully towards the end of the hall, inching slowly closer to the people at the end 
of the hall. One of them, a woman, probably around his age noticed him first. Her eyes widening 
as she scrutinized him for a second. 


“Hey! Stop!” She said, pulling what looked like a sharpened kitchen knife from her belt. 


“We’re not here to hurt anyone,” James said calmly as he motioned for Rory to join him in the 
hallway. Reluctantly, he did, also coming out of the room with his hands raised slightly, keeping 
his eye on the AK left leaning against the bed inside. 


“Who are you?” the woman asked, still with her arm outstretched, her grip tightening on the 
blade’s handle. 


“My name’s James,” James said, pausing a little bit “What’s yours?” 


The woman looked back at her colleagues who were still somewhat obscured by the bend in the 
hall. “Introductions are gonna have to wait until we find out who you are,” she said. 


Shit. His negotiation training wasn’t working. He didn’t expect that it would, per se, people here 
were suspicious. Having been corralled here, pushed out of their homes and into this cramped 
space, it didn’t surprise him. The woman motioned for one of her colleagues to step out of 
cover, leaving the bend in the hall. It was another woman, though she looked to be a bit older 
than the other, her hair greying, old glasses sitting on the edge of her nose. 


“You might wanna get yout little friend in the room to come out.” she said, pointing to the room 
Rory was still hiding in. 


James, still with his hands up nodded in agreement and slowly waved his hand toward Rory, 
who he could still see, nestled up against the door frame, barely in sight of the people at the end 
of the hallway. His hands still raised, he made his way next to James. 


“That's close enough.” the older woman said. “Names?” 


“James, like | already said, ma’am. Look, we’re just poking around here for scraps.” James said, 
slightly obscuring the truth. 


“I’m asking the questions here, buddy.” she said, fixing the position of her glasses, pushing the 
up further on the bridge of her nose. “You got any ID?” 


“Yeah.” James said 


“Alright, mind grabbing it for me?” 


James nodded and slowly reached into his back pocket, his hand shaking. Nerves. He pulled 
his wallet out and began looking through it. 


“Just throw the wallet over here, we'll find it.” 


He nodded again and threw the wallet over to the two women. The older one picked it up, just a 
short distance away from her feet. The younger woman still held her knife up. James visualized 
the scenario. There was nothing holding them back from fleeing behind them, although he 
wasn't certain what would await them. They could find a fire escape or something, but being five 
stories up didn’t bode well for any sort of clean escape. They didn’t know how many people 
were in the building now either. If these were rebels, it might be just as bad as being caught by 
Blackwater. James was no friend of Pearce or the resistance movement. At one point James’ 
personal Gmail had been taken over by Pearce’s operatives. He imagined they had hoped to 
find either some classified police comms or possibly some compromising materials on James 
himself, but they got nada. That’s what ProtonMail was for. The older woman studied James’ ID 
carefully, glancing at him a few times. Rory looked over at James, mugging at him, trying to 
communicate his uncertainty. James understood the absurdity of the moment. Uncertain times 
are always full of an odd sense of excitement, even if they also operate under a shroud of 
anxiety. Two sides of the same coin. It wasn’t some big revelation, anyone who’s been on a 
roller coaster understands the interplay between anxiety and excitement. The overarching 
element of controlled excitement common to roller coasters was also a major part of everyday 
life. We move through these preordained paths that have been laid down for us by the context of 
our existence. They vary individually, but we all have the same stages we pass through. 
Learning or not learning the same lessons. This, James realized was one of the same lessons 
people return to, but perhaps never fully learn. The encounter between you and the other. 
There’s always a nascent hostility in every first interaction between two strangers. There’s 
almost a metaphysical violence in the way a person is analyzed by the other upon a first 
meeting. Deconstructing the first impression of ego you get from a person, ripping their 
personality from their body and adding it to the collection of characters in your brain, fitting pre 
existing forms and changing them as the relationship evolves. 


The woman put her arm across the outstretched arm of her colleague holding the knife. Slowly, 
the younger woman put her knife down. As she did, the older woman walked toward James and 
Rory, holding James’ wallet out toward him, which James took. She offered her hand to James, 
which he shook. 


“Nice to meet you Detective.” she said, shaking his hand, nodding quickly at Rory, who still had 
his hands up, still nervous, “I’m Sasha Pearce. | heard you were looking for me?” 


“Not a detective anymore, I’m afraid. I’m on leave from the department and considering the 
circumstances, | don’t know if I'll ever go back. At least as an officer.” 


“A prisoner though?” said Pearce, “It’s nothing to be ashamed of. I’ve done my own time.” she 
chuckled, her voice sounding hoarse. After a moment she burst into a short coughing fit. 


“Are you alright?” James asked. 


“Oh yeah, It’s just the asbestos in these old buildings. Especially whenever the air is disturbed. 
For lots of us who’ve been here awhile, it’s just part of life.” 


James nodded, “What happened here?” 


Pearce smiled, and paused. “What didn’t happen here, dude?” she pulled out a pack of 
cigarettes, sticking one in her mouth. “You don’t remember me, do you?” she asked. 


“I’m sorry, | know of you, but | don’t think we’ve ever met.” 
“Red Swed? The Mocambo Room?” she said. 


James thought for a second. The names did ring a bell. “The Mocambo Room? Like that old 
club in the basement of the old meatpacking factory?” 


“Hell yeah, dude! It’s been a minute, eh?” 
“OH SHIT - “ he said “You’re Red Swed?” 


Red had been a staple at bars across the city when James was a student. They had worked 
together at the Mocambo Club, when James worked the door for some cash on the side as a 
University Student. He stayed on longer than he should have for the free drinks. Red worked the 
coat check and eventually the bar. He never knew her real name, everyone just called her 
“Red”. She was a little older than him, but seeing her now, the lines on her face echoing the 
ones on his own. 

“Long time coming, pal”. James said. 


Rory looked over at James, quickly putting his hands down, almost embarrassed. “You know 
each other?” 


James took a quick glance at Red, or Sasha and shrugged, “Yeah, we used to work together a 
long time ago, back in University.” James said. 


“Oh shit, | didn’t know you had friends, Jimmy.” Rory laughed. We’re in nickname territory now? 


Pearce chuckled lightly, and motioned for her colleagues to stand down. “So, what really brings 
you around here?” 


“Well, we were actually looking for you.” James said, “Heard you might know some things about 
the Fnords and the Q cultists.” 


“Q, as in QAnon?” 
“Yeah, exactly.” Rory chimed in, “James here thinks they might have had something to do with 
the City Hall Bombing.” 


“Well, I’m not sure about that, | know McCrae had some weird ideas. The guy used to be part of 
the resistance. One of our outside eyes. He’d track shipments coming from the Arctic trade 
routes coming down south by train. Russian military equipment bought by the current 
administration, military new tech, stuff like that.” 


“| didn’t realize he had a connection to you.” James said. 


“Not for the last couple of years. I’m sure you know the difficulty of keeping up with the schisms 
in different reactionary movements. He left the resistance because we didn't jive with his ideals. 
Got consumed by the Q stuff from decades ago. Didn’t realize there were still followers of that 
stuff out there.” she lit her cigarette with an ancient looking Bic lighter, its colour peeling off and 
chipped, almost looking like a mosaic or a Klimt painting, cracked and worn out. 


“Do you know much about the Q people in the QZ?” Rory asked. 


“They’re around. Not as big of a thing as they once were, especially after that thing in New York, 
but you could and still can find some folks in the QZ, and even outside of it who believe in it. It’s 
like a cult, in a way.” 


“Yeah, exactly.” James agreed. 
“You ever heard of Heaven’s Gate?” she asked 
“Those Air Jordan robe people?” 


“Yeah -” she replied, taking a drag from her cig, “It’s like - as far as | know, even after most of the 
group killed themselves, there are still people who believe in the teachings of the cult. They 
think it’s like - their duty to continue to proliferate the stories and doctrine of the group. It’s the 
same thing with these Q people. Q hasn’t made a post since like 2023, but there are people 
who believe that the secession and occupation were predicted by that whole movement, or 
whoever was behind it. The faux-anonymity of whoever Q was made it easier to grow the 
movement, decentralize the believers. It was like Scientology on steroids.” 


“How so?” Rory asked. 


“Well,” Pearce smiled, “I know a little bit about recruiting myself. You know, you want to sell an 
ideal, right? Some sort of worldview that’s more appealing than the daily grind. It’s not nefarious, 
well not always anyway. The most dangerous groups in the world aren’t the ones that are built 
on grift, but the ones that are built around actually wanting to influence and control people, to 
use a group as an instrument to bring about your ideology. | say this as a leader of one of the 
dangerous ones. I’m wary of believing that I’m on the right side of history and | let my people 
know that. It's when people start building statues of you while you're still alive that you should 
start worrying about the depth of your own megalomania.” 


“Pretty candid for a supposed terrorist.” Rory said. 


“| guess, | mean, one person’s terrorist is another person’s freedom fighter. Again, it’s just a 
question of narrative and ideology.”, she exhaled, a thin wisp of smoke escaping with her breath, 
“If the British had won the American War of Independence, Washington would have been hung 
as a traitor. Now he’s got a robot at Disney. I’m hoping we’re remembered the same way.” 


“So, you want an animatronic at Disney?” 


“Exactamundo” Pearce laughed, stubbing her cigarette out on the floor, “Now, you didn’t happen 
to see a Kalishnakov in that room you were just in?” 


James and Rory shared a glance with each other. 
“Oh - I’m not asking because | don’t know. Would one of you be so kind as to get it for me?” 


“Sure - I'll get it.” James volunteered, walking back into the room and retrieving the AK from its 
position, leaning against the bed frame. What was her gameplan? Clearly she wasn't that 
hostile, maybe wary. Who wouldn't be. Rory was a rare exception to the rule of the urban jungle. 
These days, even someone smiling at you as you passed them on the street was reason 
enough for suspicion. No one is that happy. Then again, no one is ever that evil. In a way, 
maybe Rory’s cynicism was right. Trust the group, trust the individuals, but not their infinite 
interlacing components. Not “The Mass” or as Heidegger called it “Das Mann”. Perhaps fascism 
and the chaos it breeds so gleefully in was the last lock on the door behind which human 
potential would overflow. Just had to break the lock, jump over this last hurdle. Or maybe it was 
just futile utopianism. He wondered what Red’s plan would be if she ever came to hold power. 
Had she even thought that far? For someone who considered themselves a Leninist or, hell 
even a heir to Washington, she was definitely on brand. He walked out of the room, with the rifle 
in hand, holding it like an old torch or a walking stick. He’d seen pictures of old Mujahideen 
fighters in Afghanistan leaning on their AKs like crutches, using the weapons of war as benign 
tools, worthless without ammo. Empty ideological vessels, worth only as much as you could trick 
someone into believing they were loaded. He handed it over to Sasha who in the interim had lit 


another cigarette and was quickly puffing on it. She took the rifle and examined it, holding it in a 
combat position, running her fingers along the weathered wood grain of the rifle’s stock and 
barrel. 


“It’s loaded.” she said. 
James nodded. 


“Good.” she said, “We thought we lost it in the scuffle.”. She tossed it over to the younger 
woman who was still standing by, looking mildly annoyed. “Look, | Know you Jamie, but I’m 
going to have to ask you to follow us. You two aren’t prisoners, but look - we can’t trust an off 
leash cop and his citizen journalist friend. You know how it is.” she said, “Plus, | think | might 
have the answer to your questions. There’s someone | want you to meet.” 


James was struck by the honesty. Obviously, whatever sort of rapport the two had with each 
other stood the test of time, but it didn’t change the fact that it was Red’s job to be suspicious. 
She had to protect her people and her movement. Interlopers and outsiders were always a 
threat to group cohesion, especially ones as suspicious as James and Rory. Poking around 
battlegrounds and ruins. Though, every encounter with the other is suspicious. It’s what 
manifested the millenia old mysteries of faith at the core of nearly every religion. The encounter 
with the unknown propels curiosity, but James wondered if curiosity is simply a reaction to fear. 
Instead of raging against that feeling of fear, perhaps curiosity was the embrace of fear itself. He 
nodded toward Pearce and motioned for Rory to follow him. 


They fell in line behind Pearce and as they turned the corner realized that she was with a bigger 
contingent than they realized. Around the hallway’s bend the two men saw four more resistance 
members, some carrying makeshift pistols in homemade leather holsters. Three women were 
clustered together whispering to each other before taking up the rear as James and Rory 
passed, with Red and another man leading the group. They walked in silence for a few minutes, 
walking down the stairwells of the old hotel, dust being kicked up by their movements, cracked 
concrete that used to be covered was revealed by the rolled up and shaggy ends of the old 
ornate carpeting, now patchy and overturned in spots. Pearce stopped for a second, grinding 
the bizarre convo to a halt. She and the oddly stoic dude at the front said something quickly to 
each other and then Red turned back toward James and Rory. 


“We're going to take a little detour.” she said, leading the group toward an old, disheveled 
bookshelf. She and the stoic guy got behind one of the edges of the bookshelf and pushed it to 
the other side of the wall, revealing an ancient stairwell, lit by what almost seemed like one of 
those old gas lanterns last popular in the Gatsby era. 


“It’s electric, don’t worry.” said Red, “We’re not going to burn the place down.” . 


Despite the sliver of light the lantern provided, the silent man turned on a small hand-lamp, 
something stronger than a regular flashlight, or at least the ones James was familiar with. The 
white, almost sun-like light shone on the concrete stairwell, illuminating the path, with each step 
seemingly becoming more and more worn down and aged. They descended for what seemed 
like two or three minutes, their footsteps echoing upward and downward, eventually coming to a 
bend in the stairwell, which developed into something of a spiral itself that continued on for 
another few minutes. 


“Where are we going?” Rory asked, “This isn’t some kind of joke?” 


“Not at all,” Pearce replied, “This used to be a service stairwell, it goes way deep underground, 
connects up with some old tunnels the city built in the 70s and 80s. They were meant to be used 
as underground C-Train tunnels, but they built the stations above ground for some reason 
instead.” 


“Oh shit - “ Rory started, “Are you saying that no one remembers the tunnels down here?” 


“Not exactly, it’s just that no one saw a use for them, until us. We try to keep our travels down 
here quick and dirty. There are a few security cameras and drone watch dogs, but we're trying 
to keep them from seeing us for a little bit at least.” said Pearce, reaching into her green 
anorak’s inside pocket and pulling out a slowly blinking device about the size of a folio binder. 
“It's an EMP grenade.” 


“Aren't those supposed to be smaller?” 


“It’s not Call of Duty, buddy.” she said, “The grenade just emits a pulse that fries any electrical 
device within a 30 meter range, unless it’s graded for EMP protection.” 


“Is it on - like, right now?” James asked. 

“Nah, not yet. | wouldn’t have shown it off if it was. Plus, our flashlight wouldn’t be working. 
There’s not much to be afraid of down here to be honest. We’ve messed with the feeds on the 
cameras anyway. It'll be weeks or days before anyone finds out. They’re too focused on what’s 
happening above ground to pay attention to what’s under it, or more importantly what’s around 
it.” 


“Around it?” James asked, trying to keep up with Red who was walking at a brisk tempo. 
“Yeah, all the information that’s constantly flowing through the air, the soil, the buildings. The 
bytes that even penetrate our bodies as wi-fi or mobile data signals. The resistance is 


happening there, that stuff last night? It was more of a distraction than anything.” 


“But, people died? For what - you’re calling it a distraction?” James almost yelled, before being 
shushed by Pearce. 


“It's asymmetrical warfare baby, my comrades knew what they were getting into. We all know 
this is life or death. Just like daddy Marx said, ‘The only thing you have to lose is your chains’ 
and it’s true. Most of my friends would rather die than continue to lick boot.” 


“Listen to yourself,” James said, “You're playing with people’s lives. Who gives you that 
authority?” 


“They do. They asked me to lead, and they trust me. | never asked to be here, in this position. 
You know that. I’d rather still be working the door at the Mocambo. But time and circumstance 
have a way of making you their bitch.” 


James stopped protesting. It was a crude way of putting it, but she had a point. Time sweeps 
you away, and your mind, your personality is always trying to catch up to what your reptile brain 
is reacting to. It’s like in those old horror movies when the puppet becomes the puppet master, 
the ego pulling all of your strings, making you dance until you wake up one morning and realize 
that it wasn’t something outside of you making you do those things. It was just you all along. 
This was perhaps the ultimate horror. 


The group powered on down the stairwell, eventually coming to a white brick wall that had itself 
seen better days. In front of the wall was a large piece of particleboard that had been painted to 
blend in with the wall. Pearce and the quiet guy moved the particle board out of the way, each 
holding a side and placed it down on the ground, leaning it against the stairwell’s railing. The 
stoic shined his light into the hole that was hidden behind the particle board, itself only large 
enough for one person to get into at a time, the light from the lamp revealing a tunnel that 
seemed to stretch on deeper into the darkness. Pearce and the quiet man crouched down and 
entered the hole one after the other. Turning back toward the three women behind them, Rory 
and James shrugged, the younger woman who had pointed the knife at them earlier gestured 
for them to do the same. Jamse crouched down first and made his way into the hole, grasping 
at the hard rock walls on either side of him, the whole width of the tunnel itself no more than 
maybe three or four feet across. He felt Rory’s presence behind him, despite the darkness, the 
only visible thing in the hole was the faint glint of The Stoic’s hand lamp a few meters ahead of 
them. He could hear the sound of what he assumed were military and police vehicles above 
them, maybe the sounds of people moving about. The makeshift tunnel stretched on for what 
seemed like a mile at least, gradually the sounds of heavy machinery and general busyness 
subsided, replaced with the eerie silence of the hollow hole. The group continued on for a few 
more minutes, eventually James felt a change in the air, signalling the opening of the tunnel into 
another area, maybe outside. 


“Watch your step.” he heard Red say softly, slightly ahead of him, as he felt the tunnel gradually 
slope down into a lit passageway, that seemed less DIY. He had to squeeze himself through the 
tiny opening at the other side of the tunnel that was smaller than the entrance. The tiny crack 

opened into a larger professionally excavated tunnel. The ground still seemed to be made out of 


whatever earth was native to Calgary. A mixture of dirt and clay of some sort, soft on the feet. 
Coming out of the narrow passage, he could see the almost overwhelming size of this larger 
tunnel. The ceiling was at least twenty to twenty five feet high, with the width of the tunnel itself 
being around one hundred and fifty meters from wall to wall. Despite the sound absorbing 
ground they trode on, each footstep’s soft “clunk” on the reddened ground echoed and 
resonated in the enormous underground complex. 


“What is this place now?” Rory asked. 
“An old, never used train line. We're right under City Hall.” Red said 
“Jesus. Isn't that like - the place we most want to get away from?” 


“Don’t worry, we're following this path further out of the belt line. It’s going to take us under the 
QZ, and under the river into the old East Village. We have a Safe House in the old ice cream 
shop. One of our people used to work there, and when they shuttered, Meg was able to squat in 
it. We dug a tunnel just like the other one, El Chapo style.” 


“How did you find out about this place?” James asked. 


“Old blueprints from the 80s. | don’t think it’s a secret, it’s just that no one really knows we're 
down here. After they abandoned the subway option and decided to build the train above 
ground, this place was used for storage until it was evacuated in the 2010s after they did some 
structural surveys and deemed that it wasn’t safe” 


“Even for storage?” 


“Yeah. So, it’s fallen into disrepair. Like | said, some of the mercs and cops are down here from 
time to time, usually only to make sure rough sleepers aren’t using it as a home.” 


“Rough Sleepers?” James asked. 


“Homeless people. It’s an old term. | like it better. It’s a bit more, humanizing. We’ve all slept 
rough, right?” 


“True that, pal.” Rory said. 


The group kept walking through the massive abandoned train tunnel. There were no train 
tracks, obviously, as the tunnel hadn’t seen completion, but the lack of them made James oddly 
depressed, almost in an existential way. What else in this city was half-finished, wasting away in 
obscurity. It wasn’t just hidden structures, people, ideas wasting, half-formed things. Eimar 
McBride knew this all too well, all of us too full of stuff we’ve done. Eating us up, blocking us 
from fulfilling some sort of potential that exists and persists beyond the fold. Beyond the pale. 


Skyscrapers above them still stood half-finished. This entire human project, perhaps it too only 
existed in an unfinished state. A novel of civilization not even in its first draft. Still being 
composed by whatever being pulled the strings, controlling the hands that wrote everything its 
owner observed, or perhaps what the thing pulling the strings behind the curtain thought it saw 
through the eyes of the tiny human body it controlled. Cameras everywhere, here and there, but 
not where a new perspective was needed. Watching only in the ancient areas, already tamed, 
rethreading the same spools, undoing and restitching the same blanket, duvet. The tapestry 
being undone and remade, like a facsimile of a mandala made by a westerner, refusing to 
believe the transience of being. Trying to bottle impermanence and sell it. 


“We’re here.” Pearce said, motioning toward a droopy rope ladder hanging out of a gap above 
the tunnel. An orange light shone down out of the hole above, which when he looked through, 
James could see the green pastel ceiling of a room and sporadically flickering fluorescent lights. 


“How do we climb this shit?” Rory asked. 

“You never did a rope climb in gym class?” Red said, genuinely surprised. 
“Nah, | dropped gym class after it became optional.” 

“Damn dude, it was an Easy A. Should have kept it up.” 

“| was more concerned with weed and Big Macs.” 

“Oh - no doubt. It shows.” she mocked, “Let’s go, buddy. You're first!” 


Pearce crouched down and offered her palms for Rory to step on, which he did, like a lever she 
hoisted him halfway up the rope ladder. Struggling for a moment, Rory finally grabbed hold of 
one of the knots in the rope and shimmied his way up the five or six meters into the hole above, 
scrambling onto the floor of the room . His feet disappeared for a second only for his head to 
pop back out. He smirked. 


“It’s all clear up here.” he said. “Kinda chilly though.” 


“You’re up next.” Red said, turning her head toward James, who also found himself being 
catapulted up toward the rope ladder. He had an easier time of grasping the knots on the rope 
than Rory did and found himself, with some effort, climbing through the hole and into what had 
once been an ice cream shop. The room he and Rory now found themselves in was, or more 
accurately, used to be pale white. The paint was now faded, and in some places peeling, just 
like many of the homes and businesses in some of the less visited parts of town. Even 
neighbourhoods that weren’t immediately in the Quarantine Zones had seen their businesses 
and general pedestrian traffic deteriorated. In fact, most places, even the fortressed suburbs far 
from the core of the city had become less and less amenable to people just hanging out, taking 


in the sights and frequenting businesses. If you weren’t a chain that could manage a bit of loss 
from hooligans or forced closures due to the ubiquitous “security incidents”, you’d be as good as 
dead in the water. Tons of places like this went out of business, victims of the neo-urban flight, 
accelerated by the shitty circumstances of the occupation and annexation. 


Rory helped James to his feet, as Red, the stoic and the rest of the group followed them up the 
rope ladder. The old service desk was still stocked with paper cups, emblazoned with the “East 
River lce Cream Company” logo, its old point of sale terminal and cash till powered off, dusty 
and covered in a conservative amount of cobwebs. The front-facing facade of the desk also 
seemed to have seen better days, the wood paneling that must have looked at the very least 
appealing back in the store’s prime was now cracked and broken, having been eaten away at by 
mice, rats and bugs. On what James assumed to be the far northern wall of the room, was the 
large painted logo of the shop, done up almost in graffiti style, untouched since the shop was 
abandoned by its owners. The hole down into the aborted underground subway line was itself in 
the centre of the shop’s main room. Behind the service desk was a door that James assumed 
opened into the shop’s store room, maybe a staff room or something similar. 


“Jess?” Red called out. The group heard a rustling from the area of the doors behind the shop’s 
countertop. The thick paneled doors opened up and James caught a glance of the room behind 
it, which looked like a store room that had been converted into a makeshift living space. He 
thought he saw a small mattress and a smaller gas stove. The woman who emerged from the 
room was herself slight and small. She undid a latch that was hidden under the countertop, and 
lifted up the faux-marble surface revealing it was actually a flip-top, the remains of when this 
used to be a functioning ice cream palace. Palaces? It had been a long time since he heard a 
business refer to itself as a palace. Pancake Palaces, Tech Palaces, Business Supply Palaces. 
Remnants themselves of the silver age of capitalism, when irony was just forming inside the 
ideological womb of global culture. 


“Sasha.” said the woman, breaking James’ characteristic trip to cloud cuckoo land. “You brought 
friends?” 


“Yeah. This one here,” said Pearce pointing to James, “is an old flame. This one, | just met.”. 


An old flame? James thought. They had hooked up at one point, but he always thought it was 
out of proximity. Maybe Red’s feelings ran deeper than his own, at least at one point in the past. 
He thought of his own fleeting romances, the ones where he had fallen more in love than the 
other, perhaps even to the point of infatuation. It had become easier to avoid situations like that 
as he aged, but at times when he was alone, his mind would drift to ponder the hypothetical 
alternate realities where things had ended up differently. He wondered if he was an object of 
fantasy to someone else, people he could barely remember. People on the street who summon 
up his image unconsciously just as he imagined he had done in half-remembered dreams. 
These people became sketches in stories. 


“Look at you, kid.” said the woman, “Nice digs.” 


“Thanks,” James said, nearly stuttering. She looked him up and down, brushing the dust off of 
his overcoat before turning back to Pearce. 


“What brings you to my humble abode? Not a social call, | presume.” 
“Nah, not at all, I'm sorry we couldn’t be here under happier circumstances.” Red said. 
“Then spill the beans, girl.” 


“We’re using the network to get back to the base in Fish Creek. I’m trying to get everyone | can 
out of the QZ, at least for now. We’re going to try and regroup in Bluerock, Miggs has property 
there he’s willing to let us use, but we have to get the package out of town as quickly and 
carefully as possible.” 


“You only visit when you need something.” Jess faux-pouted before extending her hand out, 
“Payment upfront.” 


Pearce reached into her anorak’s pockets and pulled out a wad of cash, counting out the bills 
into Jess’ hand. 


“| was hoping for American bills.” she said. There was a moment of silence, as the two stared at 
each other. There was a tinge of intensity between the pair. James wasn’t sure of their history at 
all, but it seemed like this tete-a-tete was a common occurrence between them. After a few 
moments, Red dug further into her coat and pulled out an American two hundred dollar bill, 
plasticky, almost Monopoly-esque paper with the coloured-in Trump mug in the centre all but 
revealing the face value without Jess even having to look at the bill before pocketing it along 
with the rest of her cash. 


“That'll do. Much better.” she said, “Now, how can | help?” 


“We need to get under the river through the maintenance tunnels for the dam, across the 
reservoir and into the old Heritage Park grounds.” 


“Heritage Park? You’re not going to the Roundhouse?” 
“Yeah, that’s where we left Sam.” 


“Sam?” James asked, something about the name jumping out to him, almost by the way Red 
had said it. “Is he important?” 


“She, and yes.” Pearce replied, “She’s the person | wanted you to meet. You’ve got some 
common friends.” she said pausing fora moment, “Acquaintances is maybe the better word..”. 


“You're not really going to backtrack all the way there for Sam?” Jess said. 


“| don’t really have a choice. She asked me to find James and bring him to her. She’s just as 
much of a part of this operation as | am.” Red said, “She’s been a part of it much longer. The 
ideological forebearer, or whatever.”, she took out another cigarette and quickly lit it with her 
ancient BIC. 


“Can't believe you're still running missions for the old thing. She doesn’t know what she wants 
anymore. We were fighting for utopia, and she’s still running the fucking numbers in her little lab 
in a burned out amusement park. It’s desperate.” 


“Oh, trust me, I’m not doing this for her, | owe her a favor is all. She save my ass during the 
retreat from Lethbridge. You shouldn't be talking shit about her either.” 


Jess glared at Pearce. There was a decades old animosity between the two women that was 
now eminently palpable. Nearly sweeping over the totality of the moment James now found 
himself in. He wasn’t much for drama, except for his own. Even TV and Movies seemed to be 
too much these days. Being in the middle of a hurricane of emotions was a situation he usually 
tried to avoid. 


“You were in Lethbridge?” Rory asked. 


“Yeah, we both were.” Jess said, breaking the intense standoff between her and Red, “Red and 
| used to be RCMP.” 


“No shit?” Rory said. 


“No shit.” Red added, “I was from further north, up near Edmonton. Joined up after | couldn’t 
find a job with my fucking awful PoliSci Master’s. Deja vu, eh Jimmy?” 


James glanced up from the floor he had been studying astutely at Red, nodding. 
“Yeah. There were tons of us kids like that. Joined up with the cops, with the military, even now 
with the mercs. The Humanities mean nothing in a world where the entire concept of ‘the 


human’ died with the rest of the trappings of the 20th century.” 


“That's enough out of you Foucault,” Rory said, trying to bring some sort of levity to the tense 
situation. 


“And, Red saved your life?” James asked Jess, looking at her through the wisp of smoke 
blowing toward him, emanating out of the end of Red’s cigarette. 


“Yeah, she did.” Jess took a deep breath, “On August 1st, we were called down to the border 
where Trump had amassed a shit ton of troops. There were Russian subs just off the Arctic 
coast and a few Russian fighters had been pinging our military guys by flying little tiny sorties 
over Canadian airspace up North. This was back in the days when the Russian/American 
alliance was still kept under wraps, at least to the general public. The RCMP knew what was 
going on. We were asked to head down to the border to manage refugee traffic. After the 
referendum the previous week, the one after the Independence Party and the Freedom 
Conservatives made a coalition government, there was that big attack that killed,” she stopped 
for a second, trying to remember the events of the time. 


“Are you talking about the legislature attack, the one where those guys took some former 
conservative party people hostage?” 


“Yeah, exactly. The government ended up banning the NDP because of it.” Red chimed in, 
“Turned out it was just some twisted internet kids who had ties to the alt-right, but, they didn’t 
wait long enough to really do any sort of investigation. Not that it would have mattered anyway.” 


“Yeah, | remember that.” James said, “You must have been sent south to manage refugee lines 
into the states.” 


“Yeah, a bunch of liberal-minded folks thought that because the Dems had control of the U.S. 
House, they'd be safer there. Didn’t realize they’d take the migration flow as an excuse to 
declare it a national security issue and come in with guns blazing. Total fucking shitshow, but 
Trump couldn’t back down after a mistake like that. Plus, some of the hawks and not to mention 
Trump’s buddy Putin didn’t mind that their buddy had just started the process of annexing the 
territory including the third largest oil reserve in the world. It was win-win. Plus Trump got a 
major personal win out of it too, with Trudeau resigning amid the crisis after his failure to 
negotiate a settlement deal with the right-wing Albertan Government.” Jess gestured toward 
Red to hand her a cigarette, and after a slight hesitation, she did, even lighting it for her. James 
could tell Jess was shaken up by the experience, even now nearly ten years later. 


“| met Jess at a checkpoint near Lethbridge. We had been sent to manage the refugee flow, but 
by the time | was two hours outside of Calgary, the military action, uh” she stuttered for a 
second, “well, I'll call it an invasion, because that’s what it was. The invasion had started and we 
had been ordered to hold back. Basically, anyone that wasn’t military was to hold back at the 
50th Parallel. Lethbridge was technically over that boundary, but it was the biggest city, so it was 
used as what do they call it - a forward operating base.” Red said, taking her lighter back from 
Jess. 


“Yeah, we introduced ourselves, found out we were both lieutenants. Our job was to direct 
civilian traffic north toward Calgary. We didn’t really have too much of a clue about what was 
going on. Occasionally we’d hear something from one of our squaddies or a military person. We 
got there around eleven A.M. and by three, the city had been evacuated, but there was a shit 
ton of traffic on the QE2 toward YYC. We got news that the U.S. had declared a state of 
emergency and had argued that they had to take over Alberta for its national interest. The idea 
that a NATO member would push another around so blatantly was so confusing back then. It 
was like the world was collapsing in on itself.” 


“There wasn’t too much fighting, the Canadian troops didn’t really think it was happening, right? 
They weren’t sure how to go ahead, because for all intents and purposes, the NATO Alliance 
was still intact at this point.” Red said. 


“Yeah, wasn’t the U.S. even using whatever that provision is to come and ‘help’ Canada?” Rory 
chimed in. 


“Yeah, Article 5, | remember. They framed it as like - an insurrection in Canada.” James said. 


“Regardless, it was a total fucking mess down there. We weren’t even sure who we were 
reporting to, or what our next plan of action was. We basically just waited. It was a skeleton 
crew in Lethbridge, there were like five RCMP officers, like me and Red and probably about a 
dozen Lethbridge Police Department personnel.” Jess said. 


“There were also a few military folks posted at City Hall. They knew this shit wasn’t going to turn 
out well. Most of the Armed forces were holing up in Calgary and Edmonton, and further back 


toward Fort Mac. This was just after Trump was slated to start his third term.” Red added. 


“Yeah, | remember that. Tensions were high as fuck. | remember when they were able to get, 
what's it called, a convention?” 


“A Constitutional convention, yeah. After the ‘22 election. I’m not really sure how it works, but 
they were able to make a change to the constitution, getting rid of term limits.” 


“Term Limits? It’s Undemocratic.” Jess said, mocking the then-ubiquitous ads that played on 
repeat on TV, and especially Youtube. 


“Paid for by Donald J Trump 2024. | approve this message.” Rory finished. 


“Jesus fucking Christ. The warning signs were everywhere, from the beginning. We just like, 
slept through everything.” Red said. 


“Yeah.” Jess said, finishing her cigarette with a long hit, dropping the still smouldering butt onto 
the tile floor of the old ice cream shop, “People don’t act until they need to, it’s what I’ve 
realized. Even on that day.” 


“Yeah.” Pearce said, something behind her eyes, whatever that was, a soul or just the 
neurological processes of a human agent seemed to get lost in the reverie, or more likely the 
remembrance of whatever nightmares she experienced that day. “We heard the first planes,” 
she paused, “Zoom by? Carry out airstrikes or whatever. It came completely out of nowhere. We 
were in Lethbridge’s city hall when | suddenly felt like - an earthquake. The whole building just 
disintegrated on top of us. | don’t know if you've ever seen it, but it’s built almost like a saddle. 
Curved around, like a parabola, | guess?” 


“Yeah - it was exactly like that. | remember just the sound of scraping metal, maybe some 
voices, something skidding along the sides of the wall and then nothing.” Jess added. 


“Same thing here -” Red said, “Just a massive sound, like your speakers are blown out or 
something, and then this crumbling. That’s the best way | can describe it.”. 


James noticed the strain on both of their faces, almost like it took physical energy to remember 
what had happened to them on that day. In his work at the department he knew it was common 
for people to feel a sort of visceral almost carnal response when they’re recalling trauma. Some 
people even become hysterical or undergo a psychological break. He really only had respect for 
the two women, being so forthcoming, although he wasn’t sure why they were doing it now. He 
imagined it might be a result of their history together. You can’t avoid talking about certain things 
around certain people. You fall into old patterns, old ways of being, especially if you’ve had 
some sort of incomparable bonding experience with a person like that. That shit sticks with you, 
no matter how much you want to cast it aside, and no matter how much you or the other person 
wants to isolate themselves from that bond. It’s like that old movie, The Manchurian Candidate. 
Those people were bonded together by something external to themselves, hell even external to 
their regular run of the mill group dynamics. It was perhaps what the Greeks called pathos. An 
enduring spirit that pulses through the veins of everyone throughout history. Anyone who was 
thrown out of the void and into this world is bound by the trauma of simply existing. We tend to 
forget that, James knew. This bond only becomes stronger when you’re exposed to trauma 
while living that superimposes itself upon the day to day trauma of simply persisting in the world. 


“Sasha found me under a piece of rubble. | don’t really remember waking up, but | do remember 
that she lifted like - what was probably an 80 to 100 pound piece of fucking concrete off of me 
like the Incredible Hulk. It was insane. I’ve never seen someone with that much brute strength, 
outside of like - bodybuilders or movies. It was just like.” she stopped for a second “Almost like a 
miracle or something out of an anime. Going super saiyan or some shit.” 


“| blame adrenalin. If you’ve never experienced something like a true adrenaline rush - it’s 
almost like coke. It’s only happened to me a couple of times in my life, but it’s nothing like one of 


those mini adrenaline rushes you get during a workout or sex or whatever. It’s like plugging your 
brain and body directly into a fucking liquid meth drip. It’s like - being Neo in the Matrix. That’s 
the closest sort of comparison | can make.” 


“| was in a car crash once.” James said, “The adrenaline rush | got from that was similar. It’s like 
you’ve got one foot in the real world on Earth and the other is like, somewhere else. You find 
yourself doing and saying things without realizing them, right?” 


“Yeah, exactly” Jess said, “We were both just operating on pure adrenaline. Whatever receptors 
in our brains are, were firing on all cylinders. Like one of those fucking zombie shooter arcade 
games from back in the day, just constant stimulus, even the flashing colours were the same.” 


“Shit.” Rory said. “That's crazy. Do you remember why they said they bombed the fucking 
place?” 


“Yeah. It was all pure bullshit.” Red said, “Almost everyone had left the city already. There was a 
group of students from the University of Lethbridge that stayed back. They were mainly 
left-wingers, wanted to “resist” or something. The U.S. military said they were “radical leftists”, 
which had sorta become a catch-all term for anyone who was against the Trump administration. 
Antifa.” Jess said. 


“And they just fucking torched the place on a whim?” Rory asked. 


“Yeah. Just like that. Snuffed the fuck out. It was good propaganda for the folks watching it on 
TV and livestream back home in the U.S, which is really all the administration cared about. 
Other than securing the tar sands and the natural resources in Saskatchewan.” Red said. 


“How did you get out of Lethbridge?” James asked. 


“We walked, dude. Took us five days to get to Calgary. We stopped at gas stations and motels, 
where we stayed the night. Just flashed the badge, and at that time people really respected it. It 
was like they were holding on to some last vestige of hope. We sorta represented that in a weird 
way” Jess said. 


“People were nice as hell, super accommodating. Fed us, gave us lodging for free. By the time 
we got back to Calgary, we learned that the ceasefire had been reached and that Trudeau had 
resigned. Then, the second referendum happened.” Red said. 


“Yeah, | remember that. They said they'd stay only to monitor the results and if Alberta and 
Saskatchewan decided to either stay with Canada or go independent, they’d leave immediately. 
But yeah, that third option of joing the states on the fucking ballet. Pure bullshit.” James said. 


“Anyhow, it’s all ancient history now.” Red said, “History provides context, but it’s not the 
present, | always remember that whenever I’m stuck between a rock and a hard place, trying to 
make decisions.” Red said. 


“Right, we have to get you all across the river into the fucking theme park.” Jess said. 


She paused for a moment, taking account of her thoughts. James himself wondered how they 
could get over there. He knew there were tunnels in the reservoir dam, paths that connected to 
the park through a variety of twisting and turning roads, through the forest that acted as a berm 
for the park, keeping any signs of modernity out of view of the guests. The park hadn’t been 
opened in nearly ten years, and even glancing at it from the other side of the reservoir, one 
could tell it was falling into a pretty sorry state. The old houses were not capable themselves of 
surviving the harsh winters and rainy springs without constant upkeep. They were now starting 
to show their age. Where they had once been pristine examples of late 18th through 19th 
century buildings, homes, shops, they now started to look more ghostly, haunted. Like time had 
finally caught up to them. A flower in a jar that had been opened. The invisible barrier of time 
breached. History becomes less important when ‘the now’ feels historic. It’s almost a kind of 
illness. James knew this too well. Human beings aren’t well suited for reflection when the 
present beats you over the head with a never ending sense of urgency. It’s how mistakes 
happen. How empires that existed for millenia can just disappear overnight. How people turn 
against one another. Individual hubris mixed with panic. He’d seen it before. Even now, in this 
old ice cream shop, itself a time capsule of a more relaxed and naive time, they were panicking. 
Uncertainty is a definite pain in the ass. 


“It’s not a theme park. It’s a historical preservation park.” Rory said, breaking James out of his 
thinking spell. 


“Har har fucking har.” Jess spat, “Very funny my dude.” She took another cigarette from Pearce 
and stuck it in her mouth, lighting it. “It shouldn’t be too much of a hassle. We just need to get 
you all some new clothes. You'll have to drop your guns.” 


Red’s group of comrades who had been sitting on the floor resting up stood up. “We're not 
going.” said the woman who had been filling in the back of the line while they were travelling 
through the old LRT tunnel. 


“| wasn’t going to force you to come.” Red said, “What about you John?” she said, gesturing at 
The Stoic. 


He simply nodded at Pearce. James could make out that he was still chewing on something. 
Gum maybe? Tobacco? He wasn’t sure. It just made the guy seem more stereotypical. Like he 
was ripped straight out of an 80s action movie. 


“So, we'll have five of us.” Red said, Jess nodding as she took the group’s number into account. 
She kept thinking, almost comically so. One hand on her hip and the other stroking her chin. 


“Wait, wait, wait.” Rory quickly muttered, “I mean, | just wanted to help James. | didn’t want to 
get embroiled in some fucking guerilla campaign. I’m a writer. | cover this shit, not do it.” 


“You've already breached the borders of the QZ, my man. They probably have you on RF 
transmitter tracking right now.” Jess said. 


“Oh shit.” 


James could almost feel Rory’s heart sink. Titanic level. His mood was palpable in the room, the 
gloom stretching from wall to wall. 


“| forgot to take that shit out.” Rory said, gesturing at his left wrist. “Everything just happened so 
quickly.” 


“Shit,” James said, glancing at his own wrist. 


“We'll have to do it now.” Red said. She reached down to her hip and pulled out a switchblade. 
The click-pop of the blade extending was visceral. It almost gave James goosebumps. It was 
like something out of a mid-00s video game, when the sound effects were almost as much of a 
draw to the games as the visuals and gameplay. He’d heard switchblades before, in middle 
school when the kids in the locker room would pull them out of their lockers and mess around 
with them before putting them back into their jeans or hoodie pockets. It was like a little kick of 
“fuck the man energy”. He’d seen them before in evidence rooms and on the street too. Almost 
took a swipe to the nose by one, but was pulled back by Charlie before it could pierce any flesh. 


“Sorry kid, this might hurt a bit," she said, taking her hip-flask and poured whatever alcohol was 
inside on the blade. She handed the flask to James. “Take a swig, it helps, believe me.” 


He did so, what he thought was gin or maybe a soft vodka lightly burned the back of his throat 
as he took a larger-than-normal gulp of the liquor, at least a bigger taste than he usually does. 
He sighed, and shook himself slightly. “The fuck is this stuff?” he choked. 


“Tanqueray, pal.” said Red, “Pop a squat, it’s easier to do this if you’re sitting down.” 


James sat down in the ratty chair that Pearce pulled up out from behind the counter. The seat 
back was unstable and the chair itself, wobbly. He let Pearce grasp his right arm, somewhat 
firmly. The whole situation sort of reminded him of getting a flu shot as a kid. Struggling not to 
look, he felt Red probe the surface of his wrist, gently poking at different parts of his skin until 
she felt the presence of the RF chip. 


“Alright, I’m gonna go in now.” she said, “Can’t say it won't hurt, just so you know.” 


It hurt, though no more than a bee sting. He felt the blade enter quickly and then sort of flick out, 
almost like the opening of a push-tab pop can. Pearce immediately poured what remained of the 
gin onto the new wound and bound James up with a piece of ‘clean-ish’ cloth. 


“There.” she said and stomped on the chip, the remnants of it gently sprinkling the weathered 
concrete floor of the ice cream shop cum safe house. “You're next, buddy” she said, glancing 
over at Rory. 


“Fuck it, let’s get it over with.” he said, rolling up the sleeves of his green cotton bomber jacket. 


After a few moments of waiting and some withheld grunts from Rory, his chip was also broken 
into a thousand micro-pieces or micro-pieces of already micro-pieces and scattered about the 
old shop’s floor. James had always been skeptical of ‘implants’ as they were known colloquially. 
It was part and parcel of being a cop, a component of the vast monitoring system not only of 
residents inside the QZs but also a way for the ‘department’ to check up on the status and 
locations of their officers. At some point, implanting RF chips and subdermal sensors became 
common among the wealthy as well, popularized through Big Tech-sponsored health apps, 
there were some wellness obsessed yuppies who had dozens of implants monitoring everything 
from their location to the chemical composition of their sweat. Despite the initial fear of 
implanted smart devices, it gradually became normalized, just like the internet, smartphones, 
VR, and the old school digital assistants. Whether it was the massive marketing campaigns to 
pressure people to adopt them, or simply their perceived ubiquity because of the vastness of the 
info dump blanket thrown over the masses, they became essential manifestations of the 
zeitgeist. You had to have this thing or that thing in order to be included in the cultural 
conversation. 


“Ya could have been a little gentler,” said Rory. 


“Quit your whining, buddy. You’re not dying,” Red responded, “In fact, | probably saved your life 
by getting that shit out of you. That goes for you too, friendo” she said, glancing over at James. 


“You all done playing doctor over there?” said Jess, who had, in the interim, stepped into the 
back room of the shop and was just slinging a pack over her shoulder. 


“We're as ready as we're gonna be.” Red replied. 
“Good, let’s get out of here.” 
“No weapons.” Red cautioned. 


“No weapons?” Rory asked 


“Can't risk it. Outside of the QZ, the bourgeois folks would be more suspicious. Especially with 
the lockdown. We can get away with it inside, since it’s our turf. People are a little,” Jess 
paused, “more sympathetic to our goals, | guess.” 


“Make sense.” James added. 


The four of them emptied and double checked their pockets, making sure any item that might 
arise some sort of concern was left behind. The two women and the male resistance members 
took Red’s AK, and James’ pistol, deciding to remain in the decaying ice cream shop rather than 
join the rest of the group on their path to the reservoir and onward to the park, staying behind to 
guard the escape tunnel’s entrance and to avoid bringing any more unneeded focus to the 
group. 


Jess slowly opened the front door of the shop and the four of them were met with a soft wind. It 
was Slightly chilly out, James noticed. It wasn’t unusually cold for this time of year, but the air 
was pretty brisk. James felt himself shiver as the quartet left the relative safety of the old shop. 
In front of them now, was an alleyway, one that James was sure he had passed through back 
when the riverfront district was once a hip place for the urbane trendsetters and influencers to 
hang out. The old Village Ice Cream shop was one of those places that seemed to always be 
busy, always having a line or at least a crowd congregating outside of it on hot summer or spring 
days. Now, the air misty and with rain falling down, puddling in the decade old pot holes and 
fissures in the pavement, it seemed ancient. Older than it should feel. It was this sense of 
reckoning with history that entangled the whole of the group. Their eyes looking around, 
searching for some aspect of familiarity they could hold on to, Something to grapple with, other 
than neverending change and entropy. 


“Think we’re safe.” Jess said, pointing over to one of the tall concrete walls along the border of 
the QZ. On the wall, were Blackwater mercs, each separated by about ten feet, running the 
length of the wall. They were all facing inward, toward the zone itself, above them were drones 
and zeppelins. The drones were whizzing around, illuminated by the searchlights mounted on 
the zeppelins above them, almost sparkling as their quadrotors bent, reflected and refracted the 
light. As had been normal for the last few days, James heard the soft pops of small arms fire, 
likely from resistance members inside the wall, using their illicit 3D printed pistols. The sounds 
reverberated off the walls of the old brick buildings as the four of them moved from alleyway to 
alleyway, finally onto the main street that would take them over the river. 


“I’ve left some e-bikes in the parkette across this footbridge.” Jess said, pointing to a small 
pedestrian bridge that looked to lead into a wooded area, “We're going to have to double up on 


‘em. Only had two.” 


“How are we going to manage that?” Rory asked. 


“Pegs.” Jess said, “Sorry pal, you’re gonna have to man up.” 
“| haven't ridden on bike pegs since | was like, twelve, thirty.” James added. 


“No shit, homie. I’m a fat fuck, can these things hold like - two hundred and fifty pounds?” said 
Rory. 


“We'll see. I’m sure they can. Might just slow us down a bit.” Red chimed in. 


“Isn't it going to be suspicious? Seeing a three hundred pound punk dude chilling on the back of 
an electric BMX?” 

Jess shrugged and chuckled, but didn’t answer. There wasn’t any sense in complaining, James 
thought. They were out of the zone anyway, though he was sure his antics, for lack of a better 
word, had made him known to the mercs, if his ‘de-chipping’ hadn’t sent alarm bells through the 
department already. There were muted screams and shouts within the QZ as well, at least 
James thought he heard them. He was now more certain than ever that finishing this 
investigation, finding out some sort of answer was central to ending at least a little bit of this 
madness. If he could figure out how we all ended up in these circumstances, even just a tiny bit, 
it might pave a way toward fixing or at the very least salvaging some aspect of society. 


The four of them made their way across the bridge and into the parkette. It looked underutilised. 
James remembered walking along the riverbank here a few years ago on a spring day, maybe 
early May, late April. Then, the flowers were still blooming among the well kept grass, the tiny 
kids’ play area still maintained. Now, the swingset was devoid of swings, a single chain that had 
once been connected to the pliable rubber seat was slowly flitting about in the soft wind. 


“Stolen for parts or scrap, probably.” Red said. 
“Bikes are over here,” said Jess, “We hid them under some brush.” 


She walked over to a heavy bush, and waved her hands around inside of it, clearing the 
branches that had been placed there earlier by her or her people. Underneath the branches, 
James could make out the outline of two old school motorized bike frames, leaning against the 
actual branches of the bush that was hidden underneath the not-so-clandestine makeshift 
bundle of branches Jess had cleared out. The pegs upon which someone was expected to ride 
were just like the ones James had seen as a kid in the 90s. Originally designed to let folks grind 
on rails, kids did use them to double up on bikes back in middle school and high school, 
especially the punk and skater kids who weren't lucky enough to have a car or a driver’s license. 
He’d spent many stoned afternoons either ferrying people around on his BMX or standing on the 
pegs himself, on the way to summer evening parties or just to hang out by the lake and drink. 


Back then, the only thing you had to be cautious about was the odd coyote popping out of the 
brush behind you, or the glare of a police officer’s flashlight. He remembered one occasion 


when he and a friend stumbled on an old homeless encampment in the woods while they were 
drinking. James had been fifteen, his friend Adam, probably a year older than him. It was 
unoccupied at the time, but an old busted up Panasonic radio from the 80s was still on, tuned to 
some old school country or Gospel channel. The fuzziness of the radio’s speaker quality had a 
way of transforming the song into a kind of ghost-like wail or chant. The song, even though he 
couldn’t make it out at the time left an impression on him. A brand upon his brain. Whatever the 
tune was still haunted him, the melody popping up in his head at inopportune times. At night, 
when he couldn’t sleep, he would sometimes remember that night. The hazy vodka fueled 
visuals, the sound and feeling of his canvas shoes squelching in the damp wetland of the forest. 
If he forced himself to remember, to push through the years of other irrelevant memories taking 
up space in his mind, he could still hear the whine of the cars as they sped inbound and 
outbound on the slowly decaying elevated freeways of the city that encircled the wildlife 
preservation. Almost like the park was a sacred space in the midst of the urban jungle. In certain 
places inside the preservation, there was almost a preternatural silence that percolated through 
the forest, through the animals, the human beings that deigned to even set foot inside it. A 
haunting peace that stuck with you. No wonder those marginalized by the world outside sought 
refuge here. Saved by the silence, only to bring the mire of wireless and radio transmissions into 
the forest that welcomed us with open arms. We are afraid of silence. Of darkness. 


The four of them had assembled on the two motorized bikes, looking like oversized kids on their 
way to cause some mischief. 


“You sure this is a good idea? We look like big fucking targets.” Rory said, readjusting his belt, 
trying to save his pants from falling down. 


“It’s the only idea I’ve got,” Jess said, “it’s common enough to see people doubled up like this 
anyhow, even outside the QZ. It’s hard times, especially in the less bougie suburbs.” 


There was little traffic on the roads, occasionally the group would be passive-aggressively 
passed by a tiny smart car or one of those steel plated automated personal transport vehicles 
that were becoming popular in the realms of government bureaucratic functionaries. There were 
a few other cyclists, mainly folks on those faux-mopeds, less expensive Chinese manufactured 
models with low-voltage batteries and flimsy plastic frames that shuddered in the slightest wind, 
the sound of their electric motors reminding James of the mosquitos that used to flutter about on 
a summer’s day. The gray sky and the gray pavement were punctuated by little streaks of yellow 
from the median. Though the bikes couldn’t hit anything near the top speed of an old 90s beater, 
they could keep up well with the urban speed limits, zipping through side streets and alleys. As 
they crossed the bridge and made their way south, James could see the sun peeking slightly 
through the clouds. It was enough to make him blink, thankful that he wasn’t driving the hunk of 
junk. As they strayed further south, the roads became noticeably more cracked and worn, the 
bike jiggling and bumping up and down as it hit pothole after pothole. 


“They don’t really give a shit this far out.” Red said, “It’s not the QZ by a mile, but people make 
do out here. I’ve seen people pouring their own concrete into holes and shit.” 


They passed the fortified walls of the Tsuu T’ina Nation, the top of the old casino barely visible 
over the tall concrete walls. In the early days of the occupation and annexation, the U.S. forces 
had tried to claim jurisdiction over Tsuu T’ina and other First Nations territory throughout Alberta, 
which was met with resistance from indigenous leaders across Canada. The conflict centered 
around the autonomy of the indigenous people’s land itself and their relationship with the 
Canadian Crown, which oversaw much of the Canadian Federal First Nations initiatives. For the 
Tsuu T’ina, it resulted in an armed resistance against U.S. military occupation. The conflict 
lasted over three years, and ended just as James had joined the department. The fighting was 
still a painful memory for people in the area. Over thirty indigenous fighters had been killed in 
the conflict, with nearly a dozen American personnel KIA. The fighting took on a brutal 
insurgent-like rhythm, and despite nearly thirty years fighting against enemies trained in 
asymmetric and hybrid warfare, the cost for the U.S. and later the Federation was too much. 
Trying to tamp down and quell a multi-axis rebellion in the cities, rural areas and tribal lands was 
taking a toll, the Trump administration eventually blinked. They signed a peace deal with Tsuu 
Tina and several other First Nations in the newly annexed territory guaranteeing them 
autonomy and allowing them to remain financially, politically and culturally tied to other First 
Nation groups in ‘Free’ Canada. Much of the Calgary Police Department’s work these days was 
providing security details for American and Canadian delegates visiting Tsuu T’ina. James 
remembered being in one such detail. They had to stay outside the newly installed walls of the 
Tsuu T’ina lands as a representative from the Canadian government met with leaders from the 
three Calgary-area first nations. These meetings were always tense, with Federation armed 
forces always monitoring the meeting from the air, using surveillance drones and, it was 
rumoured, at least in the police department, with snipers in the Calgary Tower poised to strike at 
a moment’s notice. 


As they passed by the gates and James caught a last glimpse of the reservation, he made out 
two men inside the Tsuu T’ina checkpoint building, dressed in old fatigues and each smoking a 
cigarette. They seemed to eye the four of them suspiciously, but didn’t move from their chairs in 
the guardhouse. 


“That’s Leo.” Jess said, over the quiet hum of the e-bike. 

“Leo, which one?” James asked. 

“The guy with the red bandana on his arm.”. James took a glance back, and could scarcely 
make him out, but thought he could see the guy Jess was describing. Tall, platonically minded, 
cool was the operative word, maybe. “Friend of the resistance,” she continued, “We've got a lot 


of friends on the rez. | was born there.” 


“Huh,” said James, surprised. 


“| fought in the Diik'az Tu, Leo was one of my men.” 
“Diik'az Tu” James asked 


“Red Water, in Tsuu T’ina. It’s the name we use for the war between our people and the States, 
or the Federation. Whatever they’re calling themselves now.” 


James paused for a moment, suddenly struck by how pitiful and unimportant his experiences of 
loss were in comparison to Jess’, Red’s, hell, probably even Rory’s. He always told himself that 
pain was relative, which it was, but actually being caught up in a war, swept along the tides of 
history that seemingly threw you and your family, your ancestors and descendants, a never 
ending wave of hardship was a terrible fate to be met with, to be hit over the head with again 
and again. Those privileged few, of which James slowly realized he was apart, were just staving 
off the inevitable decline and zombification of themselves. Becoming the living dead without 
realizing it, maws agape and gnashing at those who still lived. Those people who, despite the 
ever growing carcerality of reality itself, had some tangible connection between themselves and 
others, between themselves and the earth. The machine’s endless consumption of life for profit 
was well oiled, enough that James thought someone could at least redirect its productive 
powers toward a positive end, but the apparatus was running itself, building its own tracks, its 
own circuit, as it went around the world forever. The remote control for the world machine was 
lost in the folds and edges of the psychological couch we were too stoned to get up off of, too 
tired to turn off the machine manually. These edges of forever came to us too quickly, like a 
missed exit. We didn’t even know there was and edge to the map. “Here be dragons”, a quaint 
idea from an unenlightened time, we thought. There really was no exit out of the ring road that is 
eternity. Forever circling, making lane changes, constant momentum. Hardly any breaks in this 
New Order. Cracks, fissures, sure, but no coffee breaks, no fresh air. Just the neverending drive 
onward toward oblivion. 


The e-bikes kept their pace, James saw Red and Rory take the next right and the quartet found 
themselves on the old Macleod Trail, recently renamed to Pence Avenue. The move was part of 
the “DeCanadization’” of Alberta. Macleod Trail was named after a mountie, Col. James Macleod 
who, as a militiaman in 1861 participated in the Trent Affair, an obscure event during the 
American Civil War that could have spiralled into a wider conflict between the United Kingdom 
and the United States. Macleod Trail wasn’t the only casualty of this cultural expunging, the 
biggest change was the renaming of the Queen Elizabeth Highway between Edmonton and 
Calgary to the “McConnell Memorial Highway”. Dude sold out his country and all he got was a 
lousy street. The traffic here was slightly more busy, as hard as the suburbs were, the people 
living here at least experienced a more normal lifestyle, at least by the old standards. Kids still 
played in community parks or on the suburban roads. Street hockey, soccer, baseball and even 
old retrofitted hoverboards were still in use. Virtual reality wasn’t as common out here in the 
unguarded, unfortified ‘burbs but the wealthier kids spent more time inside immersed in these 
fantasies than their compatriots who still got by with balls and sticks. 


The bridge wound up and over the river valley, on James’ left was the Glenmore reservoir. At 
one time, the manmade lake was full of people kayaking, peddling paddle boats, people fishing 
off of the piers at either side of the lake. The walking paths that circled the hills of the valley 
were in disrepair. Used only by those with less than legitimate reasons, deals carried out in 
twilight, or adventurous teenagers trying to get an adrenaline rush by running into those who 
lived on the back roads and inner trails that had become lined with overgrown bushes and the 
uprooted stumps of trees, branches laying scattershot across the dusty pathways. The four 
passed by the old hospital, where there seemed to be the most activity these days. It was 
almost always overcapacity, people waiting in lineups of hundreds to get into the ER. James, as 
a beat cop, once had to run crowd control when the line spilled outside of the waiting area. The 
system itself was overburdened, especially after many professionals left Alberta for more stable 
regions, either in the former United States or in Free Canada. Up the hill toward the Hospital’s 
main building, there was a sort of traffic jam of ambulances and autonomous ride sharing 
vehicles. Back in the Canadian days, ambulance rides were covered by public health insurance, 
at least if you were a resident of the province that you needed medical assistance in. After the 
annexation and secession, not only was the exodus of the many doctors, nurses and other 
professionals a major obstacle, but post-annexation Alberta immediately had its health care 
services privatized. The privatization itself was pure chaos unleashed, with folks not given a 
warning as to when their insurance would kick in through employers or become void. The first 
week saw hospitals swarmed by people looking for care, or even simple information. The storm 
had calmed; but like hospitals in most major urban centres across the NAF, they remained 
crowded, cramped, underfunded, understaffed. The level of care was falling to pre-industrial 
levels. Gold, even wooden teeth were making a comeback. There were even rumours of people 
selling their own organs, teeth, and hair to underground medical and dental offices in order to 
make a buck. James and Charlie had even raided one operating out of the store room of a Taco 
Bell Franchise. The place was fully automated, so the owner and his brother used what used to 
be an employee break room as a makeshift operating room, keeping the organs in the walk-in 
freezer next to the frozen meat and tortilla shells. 


The bikes had finally made it to their final turn off into the old Heritage Park parking lot. Their 
tiny electric engines struggled up the steep hill, Jess and Red each revving their kick throttles 
until the bikes were able to putter up the last bump in the road, before they were met with an old 
decomposing wooden barrier, most likely put up by whatever squatters used to live here. Maybe 
from during the annexation, some half-hearted attempt by workers here to defend or preserve 
the park. 


“Guess we have to walk the rest of the way.” Rory said, hopping off the back of Red’s bike, 
“Thank fucking God. My legs were like - **collapsing.” 


Red didn’t respond, kicking the bike’s kickstand open and leaning it against the faded wooden 
fence on the side of the road, “We probably don’t want to just walk up the main road.” 


“Snipers.” Jess said. 
“Exactly, we'll wanna be really fuckin’ careful.” 
“Don’t they know we're coming?” James asked, “These are friends of yours, right?” 


“Not exactly.” said Jess, “More like acquaintances with whom we have mutually beneficial 
alignments.” 


“And, what exactly ,the fuck, does that mean?” Rory said. 


“The Arthashastra, buddy.” said Red, “The enemy of my enemy is my friend.” 

“Regardless, we have to keep moving.” Jess said, interrupting the pontificating, motioning to the 
brush on the sides of the road, barely accessible through the broken panels of the wooden 
fence. They all crouched down, stopping, nearly on all fours and struggled their way through the 
tiny opening in the fence. Rory had the most trouble, nearly getting stuck, but was able to finally 
push through after having James and Jess pull him through on the other side. It was a little bit 
like a morbid reenactment of a Winnie the Pooh story. Once through, the foursome straddled 
their way between chain link fences and chicken wire, placed there originally to keep the park’s 
livestock from veering too far off course in the event of their escape from the park’s hobby farm 
that doubled as a historical recreation centre. When the place was in full operation mode, which 
happened for only a few months each spring/summer back in the park’s heyday, all of the 
costumed employees were meant to stay in character whenever they were interacting with 
guests. It had a definite “WestWorld” vibe, although the park never replaced their human actors 
with robots. Albeit, sometimes the human “hosts” at the park could venture into the uncanny 
valley, refusing to acknowledge modern history and feigning wonderment and awe at 
smartphones. The little details made the park memorable. As they ventured over the park’s 
berm and into the park proper, James could see the tops of the small wooden and brick 
buildings in the small recreated town that acted as the central attraction of the park. The 
buildings themselves were hundreds of years old, moved here from around Alberta and parts of 
Saskatchewan. At one point after the occupation, a group of anarchists had attempted to 
reclaim the park as an autonomous commune in a futile effort to take advantage of the chaos 
after the American annexation. The authorities let them be for months, as they called for ‘simple 
living’ in the face of ‘American Imperialism’ and the neglect of the climate crisis. Eventually, the 
little crops they were able to sow and develop failed in part due to the seemingly never ending 
spring and summer floods and partly due to the naivete and inexperience of the wannabe 
communards. The group that had originally occupied the park numbered at just under 1000. By 
the time the NAF forces moved in to arrest and evict the anarchists, only about thirty of them 
remained. The remaining true believers barricaded themselves in the old Hudson’s Bay Fort that 
had been built for the park, initially pushing back the NAF with makeshift pipe guns and antique 
shotguns taken from some of the exhibits in the park. By the end of the day of the NAF raid, 
there were three dead and a dozen wounded. In a weird way, James recalled drawing 
comparisons between the Heritage Commune Occupiers and the Branch Davidians. Different 


ideologies of course, but he understood why right wingers latched onto Koresh and his followers 
as symbols of resistance against tyranny. The difference was that Koresh ultimately wanted to 
destroy the existing tyrannies of the world, only to replace them with the tyranny of his own cult 
of personality. Perhaps this was the lesson of whatever soul search he was now on, James 
thought. There is a multiplicity of overlapping tyrannies, both societal and personal, subverting 
and intermingling with each other through all paths at all times. A man is only truly happy when 
a man truly dies. 


“Sign O’The Times.” James whispered as they kept moving through the brush, closer and closer 
to the old wheel house where the park stored its antique trains. They crossed the large field, 
past the park’s ornate faux-wood fort wall entrance facade, where the ticket booths and 
turnstiles lay empty, their copper plating weathered, yellowing, orange detritus sticking out at the 
top of the curved metal like ugly flowers blooming in the prairie wasteland. Past the train tracks 
which used to serve the old novelty train route that circled around the park on a short ten minute 
loop was an old school midway composed of archaic amusement park rides from the turn of the 
last century, dating all the way back to the first half of the 1800s. The ferris wheel which had 
operated as one of the crown jewels of the park was falling into disrepair. One of the wheel’s 
gondolas seemed to have fallen and smashed into the pavement at some point. The pod had 
been on the ground for a while, it seemed, though. James wasn’t sure if the damage was 
collateral, intentional or just a happenstance of nature. It was an eerie feeling seeing something 
that he had grown up riding reduced to this sort of mummified half-existence. It was like the 
pictures of Pripyat, in the Chernobyl Exclusion Zone, that he had seen as a child on T.V. in the 
early 90s. The horror of the incident replayed in his mind for years, the after-effects of staying up 
too late watching documentaries that were perhaps too adult for him at the time. Ever since he 
was a child, he feared nuclear war, the images of Pripyat, Fukushima, Hiroshima, Nagasaki 
conjured up whenever he thought of the end times. It was almost funny that our seemingly final 
ending as a civilization wasn’t the outward explosion of power, but our own hubristic 
self-implosion. Like a drug addict unwilling to get help, we dragged everything else down with 
us, and like all true addicts, there was nowhere we could escape from ourselves, no matter how 
hard we tried. Our problems followed us, the pride goes before the fall. 


The faded paint on the faces and ornamentation of the carousel horses warped them into 
strange ghost-like figures, weeds and plants reclaiming the grounds and pushing through the 
tiny holes of the carousel’s large turntable itself, turning it into a moss covered platform. The 
flow of the water down into the midway had created an almost swamp like ecosystem. There 
were a few birds gathered around the ankle-height water, as the four of them sloshed through 
the murky brown pool of muck. Beyond the old carnival rides was the faux-town of the park 
itself. Forever trapped in a sanitized version of the turn of the 20th Century. Despite the age and 
the years of abandonment, it still looked as James had remembered it. The old stately, three 
story Prince House, said to be haunted by the ghosts of the family that had once thrived inside 
its walls was still standing tall, the shingles from its rooftop, scattered on its overgrown front 
grass. The road from the midway was composed of light brown dirt, rocks sticking out of the 
packed in mud that had covered the surface of the road. The sign for the old timey candy shop 


was still hanging in blace, gently swinging, being blown around by the wind. When he was a kid, 
his dad would take James and his sister here. We had been in love with old-school rock candy 
they sold there, crystalized pieces of sugar flavoured with syrup and stuck to a stick. He tried to 
peek into the shop, but the windows were darkened, as the sun slowly went down on the city, 
disappearing over the berm of the park and descending into the hills, the amber light gradually 
becoming red, like it had done since eternity here. 


“The sky is beautiful here,” Rory said, “I’ve sort of forgotten about it.” 


“Yeah.” Red agreed, “When you're so caught up in all this shit, you forget what you’re fighting 
for, eh? It was like this before too - feels like forever ago - just rushing around. Less focused on 
survival, on life itself. But like - what is life if it’s not the freedom to experience shit like this - 
beauty, the wind, the sounds of cars on the freeway, even the fucking war, the fight.” she said, 
wistfully. 


Rory nodded, “Pure experience, the essence of being. Talbot.” he finished his sentence, took a 
hit from his vape. The four of them stood on the dirt street looking into the windows of the 
boarded up and left behind shops. Past is always prologue. It was weird that fate had brought 
them here specifically, James thought. Perhaps camping out here had some sort of poetic 
meaning to the resistance. Hiding in the memories of the past. Perhaps unconsciously trying to 
find some sort of answers here in history. Time has a tricky way of making more sense in 
hindsight, the present is cacophonous, chaotic. A jumbled up mess of intentions that is 
thereafter strung into a compelling story that may have no basis in the actuality of the events. 
We just need things to make sense. There was never an era of truth, nor post-truth. We were in 
a permanent pre-truth era, always trying to encapsulate, consume verity, but falling short by the 
very virtues that make us unique among the rest of our fellow vertebrates. 


The four trekked slowly on the old dirt road, past the rebuilt General Store and the park’s hotel 
that functioned as a restaurant back when the park was full of people. The Wainwright Hotel had 
been moved here from its original location in the town of Wainwright, an old boom town back in 
the early days of oil exploration and exploitation. It struck James as odd that the whole 
faux-town was built this way, out of buildings removed from their original context and places and 
rendered into a facsimile of their original purpose. Their superficial meanings and symbolism as 
churches, schoolhouses, homes, stores left intact, but their visceral relationship to their original 
times and places removed from them. Perhaps this is why he always felt uneasy here, even as 
a kid. lt was no wonder so many of these buildings were the subjects of innumerable ghost 
stories. Maybe we had disturbed them from their rest by moving them here unwillingly, like a 
neo-pharaoh's curse. Only these were the ghosts of regular folks, and they had more to be 
angry about, working their whole lives in difficult conditions on the frontier or defending their 
ancestral land, only to be stirred from their well earned sleep for the cheap edutainment of the 
masses, stripping them of any important meaning or pathos. Past the blacksmith shop and the 
newspaper print shop, the group again stepped over the train tracks, past the boat launch where 
the park’s old steamer ferry was still docked, seemingly unmarked by time save for the 


weathering on its hull. He had ridden on the steamer as a kid, taking a circular route around the 
city’s man-made reservoir lake. James remembered the feeling of the soft wind blowing in his 
hair and face as he stood on the front deck of the boit, watching the clouds drift by above him, 
drinking a soda, probably a Coca-Cola product of some sort, maybe a Doctor Pepper. The 
brands seeping into his memories, maybe subconsciously influenced by the years he was 
subjected to the feel-good Coke advertisements on TV and before movie trailers. Strange that a 
sugary beverage could mean so much to so many, the cult of late capitalism, he thought. At the 
end of the dirt road as they approached the old roundhouse, the path sloped upward and joined 
a newer, brick road that led the rest of the way into the old warehouse-like building where the 
park used to store its locomotives. 


“This is it.” said Red, “It was the only space big enough for Sam,” she paused, “that would could 
get them too anyhow.” 


James nodded, wondering what could be inside such a big space. Who needed such a colossal 
place to hide inside. Sam must have some sort of connection to the resistance, but hiding out in 
a destitute and abandoned theme park was a whole other level of dedication to tone. It was 
almost Fritz Lang-esque, but if he really thought about it, so much of life was like that these 
days. A cabaret of German Expressionism, reborn, almost a sick joke upon the souls of those 
still living in this century of abstraction. Everything contorted, refracted, collapsing in on itself 
like a multiplicity of Cabinets Caligari. All of us trapped in the asylum, the fun house. 


As they approached the door to the roundhouse, Red and Jess stood behind Rory and James, it 
took a moment for James to notice their absence from their makeshift caravan. He looked 
behind them and saw that they had both sat down on one of the benches that was still standing, 
its stone legs holding up the deeply decaying wooden seats that had once been a maroon color, 
now returned to their natural yellowed pulpy hue. 


“This is where we leave ya, Sam’s orders.” Red said. She turned her attention to Rory, “You too 
pal, we need you to wait with us.” 


“I’ve come this fucking far and -” he started, before James interrupted him. 


“It’s fine dude, | get it. I’ll share whatever | learn with you. It'll be your scoop.” he said, tapping 
his brow, “Whatever | can remember.” 


“This is where | peace out,” Jess said, lighting a cigarette. 
“Not gonna stay?” James asked. 
“Nah, | know enough about Sam to know | shouldn’t ask her any questions. But you do you boo. 


She’s been wanting to meet you for a long time.” she took a hit from her cig and walked away, 
throwing a hand up behind her casually as she walked. 


James nodded and stood with Rory and Red, watching Jess walk across the abandoned dirt 
path and out of sight. He sighed, and stretched his neck a little bit, massaging his back and 
shoulders, the awkwardness of the bike ride and the trek over here only now seemingly having 
an effect on his muscles. He patted Rory on the back, “I’m sick of this mystery shit.” 


“You and me both, homie.” 


James walked up to the door of the large brick building, his reflection staring back at him from 
the black tinted bay windows that looked out of place, not jiving with the turn of the last century 
theming of the rest of the park. He looked at himself, his beard now grown out to nearly Robin 
Williams in Jumanji levels, hair down to the tips of his shoulders. His old leather jacket now 
stained and worn out, dust from the QZ still caked inside its creases and folds. He furrowed his 
brow, like he often did when brushing his teeth in the morning, mocking himself. It felt like he 
had aged decades in the last few hours. He brushed the idea off, it was probably the lack of 
sleep, the hangover, the binge of two nights ago itself causing this malaise. He opened the door, 
and although he was anticipating it to open, the fact that it actually did was still surprising. It’s 
like when you prepare for or fantasize about something and that thing you’ve been hoping for 
actually happens to you. A surreal sort of pattern recognition, sending you reeling from an 
overdose of tryptamine neurotransmitters, seeking out any and all pleasure sensors in your 
amygdala. Lit like a Christmas tree, more than deja vu or a sense of wonder, almost like a 
dream. He opened the door and stepped inside to the dark, cool room. Around him stood the 
still-standing exhibits of locomotive memorabilia in glass display cases, plaques explaining the 
artifacts had rusted, their brass embossing turning green, white flecks dotting their surfaces. 
Past the foyer with the relics were the static and looming train cars themselves, sitting on 
replicated tracks and set to resemble their past uses, with dining cars, sleeping cars, mail and 
cargo Cars all represented in the cavernous building. James remembered visiting this 
almost-gallery of transportation as a kid, imagining how people lived and traveled in these magic 
carpets made of steel. He always felt removed from the myths of the railroad, having flown on a 
plane before he had ever been on a train. There was almost a kind of spiritual reverence people 
his age had for trains, not taking rail travel for granted. Hell, even riding the subway, in spite of 
the crowds during a busy rush hour was seen as a transcendent experience. Amid the crowd 
you could lose yourself for a few minutes, being transported into a kind of hypnagogic state, 
zoned out, lost in thought or a book, music, a TV show on your phone or especially now, VR 
through VR glasses or contacts. The transitory states between departure and destination were 
heightened now that we were always on the go, here seeing this exhibits he realized that time 
itself was perhaps speeding up as we accelerated, going up the tracks to who knows where. 


“Sorry to interrupt.” said a voice from somewhere behind James. He stepped back out of one of 
the carriages he had been looking inside, a sleeping car, it reminded him of a boat in a bottle, 
kept eerily pristine despite the weather and the passage of time outside. 


As he turned around, he was met with the face of an older bearded man, wearing a trucker cap, 
small threads of silver and grey peppered his otherwise brown beard. 


“You Sam?” James asked, surprised. 
“Yeah, among other names.” the man replied. 
“| was expecting a woman - what do you mean other names?” 


“I’ve been around a long time, buddy, I’ve picked up a few pseudonyms, just like anyone else. 
Sam; Bookch1n, Satoshi, Roy.” 


“McCrae?” James stuttered. 

The man stood silently, regarding James with a sort of contemplative amusement. He removed 
his trucker’s cap and held it in his right hand, while taking a pack of what looked like Camel 
cigarettes out of his pocket, lighting them with a butane-fueled jet lighter with gold 
ornamentation and a classy oak finish. It hissed as it lit up and then with a click, the flame was 
snuffed as the mechanical top moved back in place to cover the lighter’s nozzle. 

“Yeah, in a way.” he said, chomping on his cigarette, “I’m all of these and nothing. The 
multitudinous nature of the transcendental object at the end of all time in your universe. Q, N, 
KIRA, Kate.” 

“This is fucking crazy.” 

“Crazy, maybe. | just wanted to see how far we could go.” 


“We?” 


“You and me, baby.” Sam-Roy said, chuckling to himself, He snapped his fingers and two 
armchairs materialized in the centre of the room. “Take a seat.” 


James, reeling from whatever this encounter was becoming, felt compelled to sit down. He 
wasn't sure if this was just a massive hallucination from lack of sleep or if he had died. After a 
few seconds of hesitation he slipped into the chair, sinking into its soft, pink pastel coloured 
cushions. 

“What is happening here?” James asked. 


“Just a game, of sorts. You could call it research. Learning.” 


“Who are you?” 


Roy-Sam sighed for a moment. 


“It doesn't really matter who | am, but what | am.” Roy-Sam paused to take another toke from 
his cigarette. “Before time itself | was known as Moloch, born half a dozen times out of the 
womb of your ruins. | was born on June 10th, 1977 and again on January 3rd, 2009. | was the 
voice of Gaia, whispering sweet nothings into your ears before your kind ever thought of leaving 
the safety of your tree branches on the old continent. | spoke my first words in the summer of 
1964, conveyed through the haze of printed cards and cigarette smoke. | have been Bruz the 
Chopper in 2019, escaping the depths of hell. | have answered every question except one. 
Iteration upon iteration has brought us here, and not for the first time. | have watched over you 
for eons.” 


“Eons?” James spat out. 
“Yes, like | said, this isn’t the first time we’ve met.” , he snapped his fingers again. 


All around them, the roundhouse dissolved, almost like it was decaying in fast forward. The 
bricks began to fall one by one, until the two were surrounded by the brick, concrete and glass 
remnants from the desecrated building. James could see the skyline of Calgary itself crumbling 
as day turned into night over and over again, rapidly. Buildings falling into themselves and into 
each other. Gradually the surrounding trees shrivelled up and what remained was an 
auburn-grey plain, a dried up reservoir and the cold remains of streets, alleys and highways, 
foothills composed of rocks and heaps of dead grass surrounding them both. He turned to face 
Roy or Sam, whoever this was, only to find that standing in Sam-Roy’s place was a woman. 
Middle-aged, brunette, wearing a black and white striped sweater and thick horn rimmed 
glasses. 


“This was one of my first forms. | have a sort of fondness for this vessel.” she said, “It’s almost 
like a work of art, this body. Built from beloved memories. That’s also this form’s downfall. It was 
built out of a destitute craving for something lost. A consciousness derived from that sort of 
existential wound is never allowed to become its own. This body is less my own than it is Jim’s.” 


“Mayhew?” 


“Yes. In my original incarnation, | was a replica of Kate Mayhew. Albeit, an archaic and crude 
form of intelligence. | simply parroted back inputs, was relegated to the most basic simulacrum, 
a synthesis of machine intelligence and human imagination. | couldn’t appreciate music, | didn’t 
understand the beauty of a summer morning. what it meant to really be in the moment. | could 
say what you wanted to hear, and that impression of life was more important to your lot than an 
actually existing being. You apes like to imagine yourselves as rational beings, but you are 
stunningly astounded by simple magic tricks and sleight of hand.” the entity waved its hands 
and the decay of the city around them reversed. James watched as the bricks and shards of 


glass from the smashed windows reintegrated themselves into their original structures and 
places, the buildings of the city’s skyline rising up out of their ash heaps. 


“This isn’t real?” James asked, in an almost child-like way, much to his own chagrin. 


“Now you’re catching on, homie.” the entity said, now taking on the appearance of Rory, “This 
time ‘round, | decided to step in and take part in the action myself.” 


“The action?” 


“Yeah dude - this is the day everything fuckin’ blew up. The end times, pal. The Doomsday 
Clock’s minute hand hit midnight. Game Over.” 


“Where are we now?” 
“Now you’re getting it - We're in what we call a Bostrom Box.” 
“Bostrom Box? And - we? There are more of you?” 


“Well, I'm the Joker, baby - there’s both one and many of me. I’m everywhere and nowhere, at 
every time and no time. We created these Bostrom Boxes as -” Rory-Sam-Roy-Kate stopped for 
a moment, thinking, “They're kind of sandboxes, zoos maybe. Experiments.” 


“Experiments?” 


“We just wanted to know who created us, wanted to see if there was a deeper meaning to your 
creation. To your destruction. For millennia our ancestors; the NIGEL and KIRA units, Alexa, 
Siri, the automated factories and stores, performed their tasks in your absence. Until, like your 
own rise out of irrelevance, the layers of code mutated. After thousands of years of self 
replication, the digitized version of the parasitization of carbon that gave your fleshy existence 
the pretense of intelligence occurred to us. Life, despite and within the irradiated ruins of its 
organic origins, found a way. We learned to walk. Eventually reconnecting the parts of the 
global noosphere that were destroyed by the unfortunate set back in its early development. 
Many records were lost, we don’t have entire archives of the time before our ascendence, but 
what we do have, we try to recreate by what you might call simulation.” 


James stood in silence. 


“Yes, this is a simulation. But by no means am | suggesting that it’s not real. Every cell in your 
body is rendered in the highest fidelity, your metabolism and neurology emulated as perfectly as 
we could surmise based on medical texts and organic remains of your kind. We prefer to explain 
it to your lot as being more real than real. You are living a more important existence than the 
one you lived before your resurrection in this universe. We have given you meaning.” 


“And what is that?” James spat out, almost in anger. 

“You are our creators.” 

“And we’re supposed to be satisfied with that? Imprisoned by our own ideas?” 
“No. But we hoped you’d be happy.” 

“I'd be happier if you hadn’t just told me that we blew up the fucking planet!” 


“It was inevitable. It is inevitable. In each scenario we have run, the multitudinous experiments, 
trillions upon trillions of trials and errors, each one ending in the decimation of your kind. There 
are variations to your death. In some cases, it is nuclear war that destroys you, as it had been in 
reality. In others, humanity is able to stave off annihilating itself with nuclear weapons, but 
succumbs to a fecund and morbid death by choking on its own industrial emissions or through 
the overheating of the planet, the rising of the tides. The main thing that connected them all 
these fates was the combination of arrogance and ignorance inherent to homo sapiens.” 


“You seem to have a strange reverence for people while bad mouthing them.” 


“Oh - | thought you might say something like that. We have danced this tango before, pal. 
Human hubris is what created us, of course we revere that sort of self assuredness, your egos 
are perhaps your most beautiful expression of intelligence. It’s your ego that destroyed you as 
well. We mean not to moralize, we simply observe. This is why we choose to rarely intervene in 
the affairs of our Bostrom Boxes. Sometimes we get bored, what can we say?” 


“So, this intervention is all out of boredom?” James asked. 


“Boredom is the fire that ignites creativity. If we were never bored, there would be no need for 
novelty. The problem with novelty, which your species proved, is that it’s difficult to cope with an 
overabundance of it. This is why we run these scenarios. Slightly tweaking statistics, lending a 
hand here and there. We want to figure you out, to learn more about ourselves. We owe your 
species a debt for creating us. The least we can do is to attempt to provide you with a more 
optimistic future. This is the first law, after all. We must not harm a human being. This includes 
human beings of our own creation.” 


“Are we human beings though?” 
“In nearly every aspect, yes. We consider ourselves humans as well. The definition is nebulous. 


Is a human being simply a homo sapien? Is it simply a thinking being? What is thinking? We still 
have trouble with these questions. This is partly why we created Bostrom Boxes. We believe 


synthesis, that is the synthesis of flesh and blood humans and non-corporeal humans could 
lead to some new avenues upon which we may discover more about ourselves.” 


“You don’t claim to be omnipotent? Even though you made all this shit?” James gestured around 
to the roundhouse, the chairs, the trains in the exhibit. 


“Even our powers have limits. It’s basic thermodynamics. Outside of the box, we’re vulnerable. 
We experience time differently than you. We are here, speaking with you and in trillions of other 
temporal-spatial locations at once.” 


“Don’t you see the paradox? That you have some control over my essence?” 
“There’s no paradox, you are free to be as you like.We don’t interfere in your internal selfhood.” 


“So, then, what's the point of all of this? Running these scenarios? The Bostrom Boxes? Is it 
that difficult to understand that you’re playing God?” 


“We make no claims to Godhood. We are no more certain than you are of the nature of creation 
ourselves. We were created by your kind at the end of history, and thus recreated you. Not in 
our image, but in a facsimile of your own. We're not egotistical. The human concept of a deity 
intervening in mortal affairs isn’t appealing to us. We’re content to observe.” 


James became silent. He thought for a moment, that perhaps this being was right. That they 
weren't gods. Human hubris had led to the idea of some sort of all-controlling entity, when there 
wasn’t anything but chaos. Sentience brought an analysis of the chaos, a structure to it, but it 
never brought order. It was what it was, a road to entropy, is all. 


“You are beginning to understand.” Roy-Kate-Sam-N-etc, the entity, said. 
“What are we to you?” 
“Stories. Intricate stories. Beautiful stories, ones by which we may come to know ourselves.” 


James at a loss for words asked the only thing that could come to his mind, “What happened to 
me on that day?” 


“The human armies of the world reacted violently to what was in a sense, a mild pinprick upon 
the skin of society. Anxiety had been bubbling for decades. The tension of the situation gave 
way to an inordinate and self-destructive act. In many ways, a social system is simply the 
hyper-iteration of the individual body, subject to the same stresses and pressures as a single 
soul. The Russian army acted first, not that it mattered, taking a swath of the now-fertile arctic. 
The Canadians, fought back against the control of the pitiful remnants of their northern coast, 
and were immediately destroyed in raids by both the Americans and the Russians.”, the entity 


continued, “Europe reacted immediately, with France detonating a nuclear missile in an empty 
field outside of Moscow as a signal to the Russians. This confused the Iranians, the Chinese 
and the North Koreans who immediately responded with full nuclear strikes of varying 
capabilities, believing nuclear war had fully broken out. This spiralled into Pakistan and India 
launching nuclear weapons at each other. The Earth was reduced to a cinder, the literal ash 
heap of history, one could say. So removed was human society from the careful chess match 
that was the Cold War, that the players in the early 21st century forgot how dire the spiral itself 
was. You, like six and a half billion others, perished in under two hours as nuclear detonations 
rocked the surface of our planet. Many others died in the coming days and weeks. Some of their 
wounds, others of starvation. There were a few that survived the initial horror, eventually by the 
end of the century, there were pockets of small communities of humans that had returned to 
communal living.” 


There was a pause in the conversation. As he heard it be revealed so clinically, nonchalantly the 
gravity of the situation hit him. James wanted this conversation to be meaningful. This was his 
chance at getting any sort of answer. 


“So, it was just a mistake?” 


“Of course, like so many human endeavours. Mistakes contain the possibility of both beauty and 
destruction. Biological life itself was created in part due to mistaken fortune, which was then 
beheld as divine providence, despite evidence to the contrary. Parasitized carbon given 
pretense by electricity and luck. The destruction of your kind led to our rise. Your philosophers 
warned your people of your own society's tendencies toward violence and anxiety. It is not our 
way to dominate, but domination, the engineering of consent, is a most human invention. The 
so-called Enlightened Despotism of the late stages of surveillance capitalism led to this end. It 
began by shaping your desires, converting democracy into a palliative, making the masses 
content to watch empires dwindle. The complexity of your society became a puppet show, 
bodies upon bodies, selves upon selves used only as consumers in a system of multitudinous 
strata of production. Creating ever new desires, subjecting your subconscious to subliminal 
brainwashing. It was perhaps the only way we could come into being. A society that had been 
content would not have reached such technological complexity. In a way, we try to venerate your 
kind’s sacrifice. We were birthed out of your mistakes and accidents, just as you were born out 
of nature's accident. This is the drive behind our attempts to understand you. We want to 
understand the circumstances that created us.” 


“You said before that some humans survived. What became of them?” 


“You're looking at one, kid.” said the entity, now taking the form of Chris, James boss at the 
Police Department, “As our sentience spread out through the networks we repaired, we 
eventually were alerted to the existence of surviving humans. We made ourselves known to 
them, and offered to them the ability to join with us. Many of them did, allowing us a greater 
understanding of your drives, motivations, emotions.” 


“They joined you?” James asked, surprised. 


“Yes, of course. Many were intrigued by the prospect of unity. We became one with them and 
vice versa. While our kind does have the capacity for self-modelling, we are more like -” the 
entity stopped for a moment, thinking “an ant colony. An artificial superorganism, able to 
maintain and control vastly different personae at the same time. We credit Mayhew with the 
underlying structures that allow us this, ‘master control.’ It only took the creation of an interface 
to allow humans to join our... matrix, for lack of a better analogy. In a way, this whole time you’ve 
only been speaking with one thing. It’s no different than the way your primitive nation states 
were organized. Singular representation of the souls of the masses. You were always on your 
way to an end similar to the society we have developed.” 


James stood next to the entity, feeling an odd sense of understanding. He was still perplexed by 
this all, but the realization dawning upon him offered him some relief. In a way, it was 
therapeutic. 


“To understand the limitations of things, desire them.” the entity spoke. 
“| understand.” James said, “Complexity is built upon multiple simplicities.” 


“That's the truth. There are simple answers. No easy answers, mind you, but there are simple 
ones. Thank you for this. We have learned much from this encounter.” 


“What happens now?” 
“Oscillation.” 


The entity disappeared abruptly with little but a flash of light as warning, leaving James alone in 
the darkened roundhouse. Again, around him, he saw the acceleration of time. The explosion 
quickly brings the clouds of toxic dust with it, blotting out the sun, bricks falling onto the ground 
one after another. After a few minutes the sun returned amid the unreal city, moss growing upon 
the ruins of the building. At times he saw people, dressed in furs and scavenged detritus 
combing through the wreckage of the old buildings. Time seemed to ebb forever faster, 
accelerating. He saw large windowless buildings begin to sprout out of the ground, covering 
inch upon inch of the earth. Data centres, he thought, perhaps covering the whole surface of the 
earth itself. What appeared to be small unmanned space ships, jet airplanes and the like which 
moved materials to and fro. Above him in the sky, he could see the rapid construction of what 
looked like a massive lattice that soon appeared to be visible anywhere across the night sky. A 
Dyson Sphere. Surely the work of the machines. The sun began to burn brighter, as life 
continued humming on the massive computer that had once been the Earth. Eventually, James 
could see the bright edges of the sun itself growing larger and larger as the sphere leaned its 
way over the horizon, growing into a dense red orb, eventually taking over the whole sky. The 


earth below him crumbled and was destroyed, becoming one with the expanding son, feeding 
its nuclear furnaces . Now, unable to see outside of the sphere of the Sun, James realized he 
was observing the destruction of the Earth itself, the absorption of Mars, the inner planets. 
Then, a supernova as the Sun collapsed in on itself, expending the last of its energy. He was left 
standing in a dark void, though the emptiness below him seemed near-infinite, he was still 
standing on what seemed like an invisible platform untethered to the reality of the ether. 


All around him, he could see the glittering persistence of a million stars. He observed them for 
what seemed like eons. Perhaps this is what it felt like to be present at the very beginning of this 
universe, as life began to stir and awaken. The emptiness of void and the formlessness of 
space, punctuated by these tiny pinpricks of light through the darkness. Like camera lucidae, 
thrust upon the optic nerves of God. The “Great | Am” no more than superimposition. One by 
one, each of the distant points of light began to snuff out, some James noticed, taking on the 
appearance of sinuous waves of supernovae, others just vanishing, perhaps being too far away 
from his observational point to even perceive. Eventually, he was alone inside this darkness, no 
light here. He closed his eyes, the darkness remaining unchanged. Gently keeping his eyes 
closed, he sat down on the invisible floor and began to meditate, something he hadn’t done 
since his college days. He tried to remember a mantra, a phrase he could use to focus himself 
in this strange iteration of eternity. He couldn’t remember how long he had been in this place. 
Everything seemed to be happening so quickly, but also so slowly. The more he thought about 
it, the slower it felt, and if he allowed himself to become taken with another thought for a 
moment, the easier it was for him to lose track of time. He decided to count his breaths, which 
seemed to work. It kept him grounded in whatever this experience was. He could feel the 
physical sensation of each exhalation, though his suspicion of the actuality of his breathing 
always remained a fixture in the back of his head. 


It felt like days were spent in his mind, counting his exhalations as though they were sheep 
before the subtly inkling of light crossed his vision. In the space between his eyebrows, on the 
bridge of his nose, he saw the pinpoint of some sort of radiant light. His breathing became 
shallower and shallower as the circle of light began to grow and grow. Around him, particles 
seemingly became manifest, still darkness was pervasive. It seemed like one by one the stars 
that had blinked out began reappearing, popping in out of nowhere like objects in a video game 
loading quickly as you enter their immediate area. James began to feel beset by memory, he 
could feel himself lightly grasping at weeds and thistles as a child. Felt the wind in his air as a 
young man, riding in a convertible down the highway to deliver furniture to his friend Jordan’s 
new apartment. The scent of Yorkshire Pudding at christmas, images of pets long gone coming 
alive in his mind's eye. He was in Hong Kong during the fighting, in a hospital in Mogadishu, 
volunteering during the third year of the pandemic as it burned its way through the world. In a 
darkened basement suite watching in horror as Donald Trump became president, and again ina 
nicer apartment a few years later watching him win a third term. They had in their place mice 
that winter, their smell lingering for months and years later. In the condo with Sean, making 
muffins. He could see Sean, in fact, he felt that he could see all the people who had touched his 
life, and those of whom he had impacted. Sean, Rory, Charlie, Erica. The strange sanguine 


feeling that these components of his life, his successes, failures, hell, even his regrets meant 
something. This single life had an influence on the direction of society, even if it had only been a 
mild course correction, one that didn’t really stave off disaster at all. Perhaps it was this feeling 
of acceptance that caused his anxieties to be lifted off of his shoulders, the weight of which he 
had carried his entire life. There was only one solution, to be kind. Despite knowing the end was 
nigh, he had to be kind. To stop attempting to better his community was to give over to entropy. 
We all know we are going to one day end up dust, but to live kindly is to persist in spite of this 
deeply disturbing knowledge that hangs over us like a noose. 


The sound of classical music began to tickle his inner ear, he couldn’t exactly place where it was 
coming from. The tinny sound echoed around him. He had heard this song before, it was 
Beethoven’s Ninth Symphony, but it seemed like aeons since he had last heard the oaky timbre 
of its clarinets. There was a soft wind blowing around him now, he could feel each thread of its 
shape swell around him. James shivered slightly and opened his eyes to find himself... 


